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Foreword 



A new media landscape and a new media order are emerging. Media cultures 
are changing, in both the public and the private sphere. Information flows ever 
more freely, and with ever looser ties to time and place. The volume of informa- 
tion conveyed via new media technologies continues to expand, while the 
distinctions between computers, television, radio, the press, books and telephony 
gradually dissolve. We speak of fragmentation and individualization. Media 
culture today is intensive and all-pervasive. 

We also witness a comprehensive restructuring of media markets around 
the world. National markets, once distinct, are becoming integrated into a global 
power structure. National frontiers are, for that matter, fading away in other 
respects, as well. The new order allows people all over the globe to hear sounds 
and see images from many different places, near and distant. At the same time, 
we note that a very few global media corporations, principally headquartered 
in the USA, Europe and Japan, deliver products of mass culture to larger, broader 
and more far-flung audiences than ever before. 

Digitalization is advancing into new phases of development, which have 
palpable effects on our cultures. Digital technology changes the conditions of 
media consumption. Internet is often considered the most salient example of 
the digital revolution. Increasingly, Internet serves as a sort of mass medium, 
accessible to many in a continuous flow, unbound by the constraints of time. 
Internet is in many respects a young people’s medium. 

Viewed in the longer term, new media technology and the changes we 
note in the media order have a profound influence on the conditions and 
cultures of children and young people. For many children in the world today 
culture is something they partake of via electronic media. What is the nature of 
the content in this burgeoning media output? Whose values and judgements 
does it represent? 

Many voice concern about the media’s influence on their audiences, and 
not least the youngest of them. Mediated violence is the object of especial 
concern. The media’s role is not unequivocal. A frequently debated question is 
to what extent children are helpless victims in the glow of the television screen 
or, alternatively, can master the challenges contemporary content poses. To 
answer the question requires a greater understanding of children, of the media, 
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and of children and the media in a variety of perspectives, and particularly an 
understanding of the influence of mediated violence on children and youth. 

In 1997, Nordicom began building up the UNESCO International Clearinghouse 
on Children and Violence on the Screen , whose operations are financed jointly 
by the Swedish Government and UNESCO. The overall point of departure for 
the work of the Clearinghouse on the subject of children and violence in mass 
media is the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (cf. Articles 13 and 17). 

The work of the Clearinghouse aims to increase our understanding of child- 
ren and media violence, particularly in the light of new media like satellite 
television and Internet, with a view to informing relevant policy decisions and 
contributing to a constructive discussion of the subject. Greater knowledge can 
also help to heighten children’s media literacy and competence as media users. 
Further research in the area is a key factor, and stimulating such research is 
naturally a central objective of our work. 

The International Clearinghouse on Children and Violence on the Screen 
informs various groups of users - policy-makers, journalists, media represent- 
atives, teachers, interest organizations, researchers, students — about current 
research and research findings on media violence, about children’s access to 
the media and their media use, about media education and children’s participa- 
tion in media productions, and about pertinent legislation and self-regulating 
initiatives. 

The Clearinghouse is user-oriented , which means that the information we 
publish is adapted to our users’ needs. Central to our work has been the crea- 
tion of an effective network. Today the network links about 800 participants in 
different user groups: the research community, the media industry, politics, 
public authorities, voluntary organzations, and so forth. About 150 countries 
are represented in the network. 

The Clearinghouse publishes a newsletter. Issues generally have a theme in 
addition to reporting notices and articles of current interest. Examples of the 
subjects treated to date include.- Internet, Fear and Emotional Responses, Child- 
ren ’s Programmes, and Paedophilia on Internet. The newsletter reaches roughly 
2,000 subscribers in about 150 countries. 

Our bibliographical programme got under way in 1997 in conjunction with 
work on the first Yearbook. It has since been further developed, with respect to 
both the .documentation system and entry content. In Spring of 1999 we pub- 
lished our first bibliography in hard copy. The documentation work continues 
and is accessible via Internet on Nordicom’s and the Clearinghouse’ home page 
(www.nordicom.gu.se). 

A register of institutions and organizations has also been compiled. This, 
too, is accessible via the home page. An initial version was included in the 1999 
Yearbook. An updated hard copy edition will be published in spring this year. 
The register comprises more than 240 entries. 

One of the most important tasks of the International Clearinghouse on 
Children and Violence on the Screen is the publication of a Yearbook. The first 
volume, Children and Media Violence, appeared in 1998. The focus that year 
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was research on the influences on children of depictions of violence in the 
media. This first volume may be said to relate to the first goal toward which we 
work: to report what is known about children and media violence after decades 
of research on the subject. 

The next Yearbook, in 1999, focused on the second of the Clearinghouse’ 
goals: to highlight initiatives and activities aiming to bolster children’s compe- 
tence as users of the media. Here we sought to gather researchers, teachers and 
media practitioners around the world who are involved in the development of 
programmes in the areas of media education and media participation. 

Now we are pleased to present a third Yearbook. The 2000 Yearbook treats 
two themes, both of which relate to newer features of the media landscape: 
wolence in video and computer games, and pornography on television and on 
Internet. Some articles in the Yearbook also discuss findings on audience per- 
ceptions of violence and sex in the media. The choice of these themes has to do 
with the marked increase in the availability of such content to children and 
youth via new media technologies. 

The first theme treated in this year’s volume concerns video and computer 
games. Games of this type have been on the market for over a decade, and as 
more and more homes acquire game consoles and computers, the market has 
mushroomed. These interactive games have achieved permanence as a favour- 
ite children’s leisure activity. Acts of violence are not uncommon in these games; 
at the same time, computer games can be valuable educational tools. We know 
that many children and adolescents prefer violent games, but our knowledge of 
the contents of games is limited. And we know very little about the influences. 
The articles presented in this year’s volume highlight selected aspects and point 
out areas for further research. 

The second theme treated concerns pornography in the media. Another 
form of violence has become more common in both satellite television and 
Internet, namely, violence in pornographic films and images. The acts of vio- 
lence depicted in such images are important components of a social order 
predicated on the notion of women’s subordinance to men. It is a form of 
violence that requires some new approaches alongside those followed in tradi- 
tional studies of media violence. 

There has been rather little research on how pornography influences its 
audiences, and we know even less about how it might affect children. Studies 
of sadistic pornography are even rarer. Here it is important to stress that we 
know very little about how depictions of sex in the media influence children. 
We do know, however, that they are much more common on television and in 
films today than was the case only a couple of decades ago. How has this 
change affected young people’s attitudes, values and behaviour? Knowledge of 
this sort must reasonably be a necessary prerequisite to studies of the influ- 
ences of watching pornography. 

An inventory of the literature on sex and pornography in the media was 
conducted in conjunction with the work on this Yearbook, which presents 
articles based on some of the more interesting studies in this area. The articles 
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give us a comprehensive picture of the state of our knowledge and the lacunae 
in it. Thus, they provide a fruitful point of departure for further study. 

Whenever one considers pornography on Internet, the subject of child 
pornography presents itself. Because it is condemned in virtually all cultures, 
child pornography is considerably less accessible than other pornographic 
material on the Net. Maintaining one’s anonymity is a priority to those who deal 
in illicit material, even in the ’virtual’ world. Nonetheless, studies have found 
that even a moderately competent user of the Net can gain access to images of 
child pornography. The book contains articles on this subject, as well. 

The problem complex raised in these articles is, of course, considerably 
broader than the presence of such images in the media. How does the presence 
and accessibility of child pornography on Internet relate to the underlying prob- 
lem of sexual exploitation and abuse of children in the world today? This is a 
serious problem worldwide: Is the presence of child pornography on Internet 
responsible for an increase in the sexual abuse of minors? The answer to this 
question must be sought in numerous disciplines: psychology, sociology, me- 
dia sciences, criminology, law, political science, theology, philosophy. Media 
researchers are but one - in this context perhaps even peripheral - discipline 
among many that can cast light on such a complex problem as child pornog- 
raphy. 

In conjunction with the work on the third yearbook considerable effort has 
been put into the compilation of specialized bibliographies on the subjects 
treated in this yearbook - children and computer games and, children and sex/ 
pornography on the screen. These special bibliographies are presented in sep- 
arate volumes. 

Stimulating further research on these new phenomena relating to children 
and the media has been an overriding objective in our work with this year’s 
book. We find major gaps in our knowledge relating to computer games and to 
sex and pornography in the media. Filling these gaps will to some extent re- 
quire new research methods, and the Clearinghouse hopes to help in the ’bridge- 
building’ efforts between innovative and traditional media research methods. 

Let me conclude by thanking all the contributors who have made this Year- 
book possible and whose articles put the focus on these important areas of 
research. Thanks, also, to the Swedish Government and UNESCO without whose 
financial support the book would never have seen the light of day. 

Goteborg in May 2000 



Ulla Carlsson 
Director 
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Electronic Games, Pornography, 
Perceptions 

Introduction by Cecilia von Feilitzen, Scientific Co-ordinator of 
the UNESCO International Clearinghouse on 
Children and Violence on the Screen 



New technology, more and more globally spread media contents produced for 
an international audience, and deregulation of media in many countries have 
led to an increasingly changing media landscape. The 1990’s can be summa- 
rised as a decade when ever larger parts of the world were flooded by TV and 
satellite TV, and also when electronic games and computers with CD-ROM and 
Internet connection were spread among well-to-do households. 

In 1996, 7 out of 10 households in the world were estimated to own a TV 
set - far more than had a telephone. This was a 100 per cent increase of channel 
expansion, hours of television watched and television ownership since the end 
of the 1980’s. With that, TV reinforced its position as the most important mass 
medium besides radio, which is still more essential in large rural areas in Africa, 
Asia and Latin America. Satellite TV channels reached every country where 
there was television, while transnational satellite channels with miscellaneous 
contents multiplied, and an abundance of niche channels were launched with 
contents focused for special target groups, not least children and young peo- 
ple. With few exceptions, the pattern of prime-time television viewing among 
populations as a whole is similar throughout the world - entertainment, live 
action, sports and news. However, the output of national broadcasters attracts 
most viewers, and the general demand is for more local programming (Lamb 
1997). 

The video and computer game industry has become the fastest growing 
and most profitable children’s entertainment business, in 1998 earning an esti- 
mated $18 billion world-wide for the corporations that manufacture, design 
and sell console game systems, domestic computers, Internet play sites, and 
gaming arcades. In the U.S., digital entertainment won shares of the toy market 
in 1998 larger than the Hollywood box-office gross and ten times the amount 
spent on the production of children’s television C Stephen Kline in this book). 
However, Japan is leading the world in the video game industry. In 1999, this 
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Japanese industry sold over ten million machines and about one hundred mil- 
lion copies of software only on the domestic market. The total market sizes 
were about two hundred billion yen ($ two billion) for machines and over five 
hundred billion yen ($ five billion) for software (.Akira Sakamoto in this book). 

The Internet is an even younger medium. It is true that the Internet has 
been available since the early 60’s, when it was developed and established to 
protect military communication from external interference. However, it was 
when a new generation of software - the World Wide Web (WWW) browsers - 
was presented in the beginning of the 1990’s, that the Internet became wide- 
spread (Tor A. Evjen & Ragnhild T. Bjornebekk in this book). The spread is now 
explosive. In early 2000, the number of Internet users in the world was esti- 
mated to have almost doubled compared to only one year before, from 159 
million people in March 1999 to 305 million in March 2000, that is, from less 
than 4 per cent of the world population to more than 7 per cent (http:// 
www.nua.net/surveys April 2000). The figures represent both adults and child- 
ren who had accessed the Internet at least once during the three months prior 
to the survey. However, almost three-quarters of the Internet users are esti- 
mated to live in North America and Europe (ibid.), areas inhabited by only 17 
per cent of the world population. 

In countries with few media, collective listening and viewing are common. 
Many people gather in front of, for instance, the only television or video set in 
the village, if such a set exists. In countries where TV has become more com- 
mon, as, for example, in recent years in India, radio has lost much of its previ- 
ous glamour, especially for children, but children’s TV viewing in India occurs 
almost exclusively within the family circle (Agrawar in press). With more and 
more media, individual media use becomes more frequent. If the household 
owns several TV sets, for example, one is often moved into the child’s room 
and, consequently, children and adults often choose to watch different pro- 
grammes. Children and parents use the media together less often, talk about 
the media contents less often, and parents are less likely to have rules for 
children’s media use. To a greater extent than for TV, this seems to be true for 
video and computer games (e.g., Ferrari Casas in this book). At the same time, 
it should be underlined that both in countries with more collective media use 
and in countries with more individualised media use, children, to a high de- 
gree, watch programmes and use other media contents that are aimed primarily 
at adults. 

In regions with many media, children and young people as a rule use new 
media more than older generations do. This is not only a result of the fact that 
young people are fascinated by new media, curious about them, or find them 
more “natural”, since they are growing up with them, but also of purposeful 
marketing by the industry. By directing media contents and advertising to the 
young, it is easier to attain penetration among adults, now and in the future. 
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Hopes and fears 

With new media - just as with the advent of books, press, film, radio, etc. - 
come both hopes and concerns. Satellite television has aroused expectations of 
greater freedom of choice and equal access to information for all, but also fear 
of standardisation, more violent entertainment, advertising, pornography and 
discriminating portrayals of gender, social groups, cultures and nations. 

These hopes and fears are not altogether the same for all media, but de- 
pend on the output and character of the medium. Video and computer games 
are not only an extension of moving images on film and television, but also of 
play. The electronic games form an interactive medium in the sense that the 
player in several respects can steer the course and outcome of the game. Opti- 
mists, therefore, believe that video and computer games mean an educational 
revolution and a different socialisation. The games are regarded as a fabulous 
gateway to the future, training children and youth to cope with virtual reality in 
cyberspace - training that increases young people’s perceptual-motor skills and 
social competence, as well as providing them with a greater sense of agency 
and control of the changing digital environment, yes, empowering them in 
their lives. Pessimists, however, remark that the contents of video and compu- 
ter games are overwhelmingly violent, sexist and racist, leading to possible 
aggression, desensitisation, fear, decreased empathy - even destroying the mental 
processes, social relations and culture that are essential for humanity (e.g., 
Stephen Kline in this book). 

Hopes and concerns about the Internet, computer-mediated communica- 
tion and cyberspace are, in turn, somewhat different. Optimists point out that 
the Internet offers gateways to education, culture, self-improvement and social 
contacts, that the Net is a means for enlightenment and increased democracy. 
Others wonder if the Internet does not cause user addiction and isolation, and 
it is a fact that many children and adults have come across material on the Net 
that they do not want to be acquainted with. The Internet not only involves 
interactivity; much of the Net’s possibilities and contents also depend on its 
anonymity, easy availability, immediate world-wide distribution and lack of 
control. And this is a mixed blessing. The Internet may enable breach of privacy 
and economic crime by unknown perpetrators. The surfer may also encounter 
oppression in the form of hate speech, racism and political propaganda, dis- 
crimination of gender and cultures, gratuitous depictions of violence, incite- 
ment to illegal acts, recipes for drugs and weaponry, violent pornography and 
child pornography. 

During the 1990’s, the inherent risks with the ever intensifying transnational 
flow of satellite TV channels, electronic games and Internet have given rise to 
several discussions about what international means might exist to counteract 
undesired media contents and to support media that both guarantee freedom 
of expression for adults as well as children and that respect children’s right to 
receive material that is good for them, while protecting them from harmful 
influences. 




17 



15 



Cecilia von Feilitzen 



The research 

Hopes and fears are important incentives for research. Questions about the 
influences of media violence have been with us as long as the media have 
existed, but have intensified internationally with the global spread of TV and 
satellite TV. Recently, similar questions about the digital media have also be- 
come more and more common: How are children affected by violent video and 
computer games? What risks are connected with the Internet, not least when it 
comes to violent pornography and child pornography? What are, after all, the 
audiences’ views of violence and sex in the media generally, and what can be 
done about such contents? 

These are the questions the Clearinghouse wants to highlight in this, its 
third yearbook. In addition, two separate bibliographies have been compiled 
by Johan Cronstrom, one about research on video and computer games and 
one about research on pornography and sex in the media. Particularly with 
respect to violent aspects of video and computer games, and violent pornogra- 
phy and child pornography, the yearbook and the bibliographies combined 
cover a great deal of the research available world-wide. 

In the public debate and in the press, far-reaching conclusions are often 
willingly drawn about the impact of media violence. However, many also turn 
to research to learn what has been established, and concerning electronic games 
and the risks of Internet pornography, pressure on the research community has 
become increasingly great. Hence, let me stress, in sum: 

• Research on video and computer games, as well as research on children’s 
relations to pornography and sex in the media, is very novel and, accord- 
ingly, scanty. One reason for this is that electronic games and the Internet 
are young — and research takes time. Thus, the knowledge we have gath- 
ered in this book, containing both reviews of the state of research and 
presentations of new, concrete studies, provides more questions than an- 
swers. Much more research is needed on both video and computer games 
and on children’s relations to pornography and sex, as well as on the risks 
of the Internet in this context. 

• The research on electronic games and the Internet is practically only per- 
formed in richer countries, one reason being that these media are most 
widely spread there. In spite of the fact that we addressed persons on all 
continents asking for contributions, the research picture we are able to 
present is, unfortunately, skewed. In this regard, it is important to remem- 
ber that research conducted in one country or one culture often cannot be 
generalised to other cultures. Consequently, there is a need for corresponding 
research in more countries and from more perspectives. There is a particu- 
lar need for international comparative research. 

• We have found it essential with this yearbook, in combination with the two 
bibliographies, not only to give an orientation to much of the extant re- 
search on video and computer games, and pornography and sex in the 
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media, but also to ask questions revealing gaps in the research. One of the 
aim of the publications is, therefore, to stimulate ideas about where the 
future, research focus within these areas should be placed. Several of the 
authors themselves give recommendations for further research. 

• With respect to the third area dealt with in the yearbook, audience percep- 
tions of violence and sex in the media, it appears from the articles - which 
are slightly better distributed over the world than those treating digital 
games and children and pornography - that violence and sex in the media 
are issues of most concern in many countries. However, it also appears that 
the perceptions, opinions and attitudes are culturally shaped. So, within 
this area, too, more countries should carry out research on their own terms 
and within their own cultural context, and we should see more interna- 
tional comparative research. 



Video and computer games 

The Clearinghouse’s separate bibliography of research on video and computer 
games indicates, among other things, that hopes for benefits of these games are 
represented by relatively extensive research on use of games and multimedia 
for specific learning purposes in school situations, and research on the possible 
contribution of the games to cognitive development, perceptual-motor skills, 
and social interaction. Electronic games have also been tested for therapeutic 
purposes. Regarding concerns, on the other hand, research has focused on 
possible harmful influences, such as increased player acceptance of violence as 
a useful means to solve conflicts, desensitisation to violence, increased aggres- 
sion, addiction, isolation, disregard for homework and outdoor activities, cer- 
tain cognitive-emotional influences, as well as health issues, such as epileptic 
fits, cramps, and the like. 

Concerning possible aggression as a consequence of playing, some people 
work from the hypothesis that the essence of electronic games is their relations 
to children’s play, pleasure and fantasy. Accordingly, the fictive violence the 
player engages in is just for fun and does not entail the desire or inclination to 
hurt or kill (e.g., Birgitte Holm Sorensen & Carsten Jessen in this book). There 
are also speculations that playing the games might serve as a vent for inner 
aggression, or at least facilitate the satisfaction of desires that are not allowed to 
turn into behaviour in everyday life (e.g., Goldstein 1998). Others start instead 
from the hypothesis that game violence, just as film and TV violence, contrib- 
utes to increased aggression, due to, e.g., social learning or competition. In this 
connection, some people point to the fact that games are more effective train- 
ing in desensitisation and aggression than TV viewing precisely because they 
involve play - combined with the factors of game interactivity, individual prac- 
tice, repetition, engagement, as well as the rewards for violent actions and the 
fact that play is pleasurable and enjoyable (e.g., Grossman & DeGaetano 1999). 
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In the yearbook, the central feature is what research has shown about the 
violent aspects of video and computer games. 

It is evident from the articles that electronic games are popular among 
children and young people, and also among young adults, in countries where 
the games are spread. In 1998-99, more than 80 per cent of school-aged chil- 
dren in the U.S. had at least one game console for video games, more than half 
had access to a home computer with CD-ROM, and almost half access to the 
Internet (Roberts et al. 1999), of which the last-mentioned platforms have hith- 
erto been more or less requirements for playing computer games and games 
online, respectively. In Sweden, children’s home access to computers and the 
Internet was even more common in 1999 (Nordicom-Sveriges Mediebarometer 
1999). In 1999 in Japan, about 90 per cent of elementary school children pos- 
sessed video game machines for their own exclusive use {Akira Sakamoto in 
this book). 

When children have computers at home, they use them more often for 
recreational and entertainment purposes than for schoolwork. Playing digital 
games, and using the Internet, is a particularly male occupation — boys more 
often own or have access to electronic games, video game consoles, computer 
and Internet connection than do girls, and boys use these media much more 
frequently. Technology is also primarily developed by, and the contents of 
these media produced by, men (e.g., Peter Petrov in this book; Roberts et al. 
1999; Akira Sakamoto in this book). 

There is a great variety of video and computer games. Nowhere near all 
games contain violence {Lisbeth Scbierbeck & Bo Carstens in this book). The 
electronic games that children and young people, above all boys, prefer, how- 
ever, belong to the genres of ‘action/combat’, ‘sports/racing’, ‘strategy’ and ‘ad- 
venture’ {Peter Petrov in. this book, Roberts et al. 1999), genres that more often 
contain violence. The ‘action/combat’ genre contains most violence, which is 
often aimed at figures representing human beings (as opposed to machines, 
monsters, and the like). Salient sub-genres within the ‘action/combat’ genre are 
‘first person shooters’, that is, violence perpetrated from the perspective of the 
player, and ‘fighting games’ {Jan ChristoJJerson; Lisbeth Scbierbeck & Bo Carstens, 
all in this book). A recent trend is also various meta-genres that mix previous 
genres. 

What, then, are the most fascinating characteristics of the digital games? 
Approaching the problem from different angles, several researchers in the book 
show that what players themselves find most motivating is not the violence per 
se, but the challenge, i.e., learning how to advance in the game, overcoming 
difficult situations, solving problems, and competing, something due to the 
interactive nature of the games. Essential is also the emotional excitement and 
immersion that the games give rise to. However, the violence in the games is a 
motivating factor, too, primarily for boys {Jan ChristoJJerson; Birgitte Holm 
Sorensen & Carsten Jessen; Stephen Kline-, Peter Nikken, all in this book). 

Regarding influences of the violence in electronic games, there is reason to 
repeat that this research is still in its infancy - most research on these games has 
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been performed during the 1990’s, and only some of the studies focus on the 
impact of violence. In comparison, research on film and TV has been in progress 
since the 1930’s, and studies on specifically violent contents and their conse- 
quences amount to at least two thousand, according to some statements, four 
thousand. Furthermore, these studies employ different theories, complexes of 
questions, methods, materials and populations, and have been performed both 
in the short and long term, that is, certain investigations have followed the 
same individuals over many years. Taken together, this means that conclusions 
can be based on a variety of studies whose findings point in the same direction. 
Several authors in this book emphasise precisely the fact that inquiries on influ- 
ences of the violence in electronic games are very few and have employed a 
limited number of methods. According to some studies, young children be- 
come more aggressive in their subsequent play, but these studies have used 
only one type of method. Among the very few studies that have included the 
newer, more violent electronic games, there are some, both in the West and 
East, indicating that the games can contribute to aggression also among older 
children and young people. At the same time, however, other studies have 
provided conflicting or inconclusive findings (e.g., Alexander Ask et al.; Mark 
Griffiths; Stephen Kline; Akira Sakamoto, all in this book). 

Thus, in certain respects, research on digital games is similar to the early 
research on film and TV violence. Apart from the fact that more research is 
needed using different methods, the authors emphasise that the studies have 
insufficiently theorised the difference between watching moving images in film 
and on television and the activity connected to playing the games - interactivity 
may, for example, contribute to another kind of identification than does TV, 
and this and other emotional experiences are in all likelihood different for boys 
and girls. In addition, extremely few studies have dealt with the long-term 
influences of the games — the only such studies we have found are presented in 
the Japanese article (by Akira Sakamoto ) in this book. Thus, it is not possible to 
simply translate the findings on the impact of film and TV violence into the 
impact of violent electronic games. Moreover, the research needs to distinguish 
more explicitly between different types of games and different types of harmful 
influences. Furthermore, the fact that the games continuously change means 
that research findings on video and computer games during the 1980’s and 
early 1990’s cannot be generalised to the new generation of games today, which 
are based on much more advanced technology and contain much more ad- 
vanced and realistically portrayed violent elements. 



Children's relations to pornography and sex in the media 

Research on children’s and young people’s relations to pornography and sex in 
the media is even sparser than research on video and computer games. As an 
introduction to this second section of the book, we have included a few articles 
treating young people’s encounters with, uses and impressions of pornography 
and sexually explicit media content in general. Much seems to indicate that 
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pornography and sex in the media do influence young individuals’ thoughts, 
ideas, attitudes and behaviour, not least since they are in a period when curios- 
ity about sex is great C Ellen Wartella et al.; Margareta Forsberg, all in this book), 
and since TV glamorises sex, seldom showing its risks ( Dale Kunkel et al. in this 
book). 

Pornography research in general, in other words with adults, is much more 
comprehensive. This is evident from the separate research bibliography on 
pornography and sex in the media that the Clearinghouse has compiled. How- 
ever, the bibliography also shows that research on both violent pornography 
and child pornography seems to have increased during the 1980’s and even 
more in the 1990’s, whereas research on contents, uses, and effects of ‘ordinary’ 
pornography seems to have decreased proportionally, compared to the 1970’s 
and 1980’s. Meanwhile, there is a tendency towards an increase in material 
discussing regulations and policy matters in this context, something that in all 
likelihood has to do with the development of the Internet. 

Nevertheless, qualified research on violent pornography and child pornog- 
raphy is difficult to find. A few such examples are presented in the yearbook. 

As mentioned, the world of electronic games as well as Internet is male 
dominated. This is certainly valid also for pornography. Young women seldom 
actively search for pornography on the Net, whereas many young men confess 
that they do so, at least occasionally ( Peter Petrov in this book). Pornography 
on the Internet has become a very lucrative branch. Mark Griffiths (in this 
book) refers to an estimation stating that over half of all spending on the Net is 
sex-related, and underlines that pornographers have always been among the 
first to exploit new publishing technologies (e.g., photography, film, videotape, 
satellite TV, Internet). Cyberspace is, thus, largely utilised by mainly male pro- 
ducers and mainly male consumers of pornography - due to easy availability, 
anonymity, speedy global distribution and the lack of control. This not only 
means oppression of women, but also that many children have come across 
content on the Internet that has upset or embarrassed them. What is worse, it 
also means that sex-related Internet crime is on the rise {Mark Griffiths in this 
book). Child pornography is one of the media’s worst crimes against children, 
a crime justifying child sex myths and actual child sex abuse, as well as helping 
paedophiles to, via the Internet, make appointments with children. Child por- 
nography is, thus, not only an expression of certain individuals’ sexual fanta- 
sies, but may lead to a growing evil spiral of child abuse in practice ( Rachel 
O’Connell in this book). In a similar vein, other forms of violent pornography 
can have a legitimising function. Also, studies with young adults generally find 
that pornography combined with violence leads to more callous attitudes to- 
wards rape and sexual coercion on the part of men ( Ellen Wartella et al. in this 
book). 

The research on violent pornography and child pornography on the Internet 
has largely focused on its availability, prevalence and different forms of expres- 
sion. The few analyses performed evince that violent pornographic material is 
very likely increasing on the Internet, and that, with time, it has become easier 
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to find and download (. Ragnhild T. Bj0rnebekk & Tor A. Evjen in this book). 
Child pornography is illegal in most countries, but despite the efforts of law- 
enforcement agencies and voluntary organisations, newsgroups for paedophiles, 
for instance, have not decreased on the Internet, rather the opposite ( Rachel 
O’Connell in this book). 

Ellen Wartella and co-authors comment on the lack of research concerning 
children, young people and sex in the media generally, but their words are 
valid for research on violent pornography and child pornography on the Internet, 
as well: “There is need for an accumulated body of systematic studies using a 
variety of methods, interdisciplinary teams of investigators, and a variety of 
populations. Given the paucity of available studies and the need to develop a 
systematic research base ... the answers ... will not be obtained simply or 
quickly. Nonetheless, we must begin to accumulate a serious, systematic re- 
search base that could serve as a catalyst to stimulate further research and 
provide a solid foundation for understanding media sexual content effects.” 
Several authors in the book put forward concrete suggestions for future re- 
search in this area. 

Audience perceptions of violence and sex in the media 

One question is, then, if access to and use of electronic games and the Internet 
have resulted in children abandoning television - such assertions often turn up 
in the press. The studies we are acquainted with do not support such assump- 
tions. Children’s and young people’s TV viewing has not decreased over time, 
and there are also relationships showing that, on average, those who watch a 
great deal of television are also avid computer users (e.g., Johnsson-Smaragdi 
1998; Nordicom-Sveriges Mediebarometer 1999; Roberts et al. 1999). 

Accordingly, TV is still the medium that dominates children’s media leisure 
in large regions of the world, and in the — far fewer — regions where children 
also have electronic games, computer and access to Internet, the use of these 
media is, if anything, added to that of television. 

More media and purposeful global marketing in a situation of increasing 
media competition have led to more, and more intensive, media violence - 
violence that takes partly different shapes in the different media. We know 
from research that film and TV violence has multiple influences on viewers. 
Besides some desirable influences, media violence contributes to undesirable 
fear, erroneous conceptions of violence in reality, habituation to violence in the 
media, imitation and, to some extent, destructive aggression - if other and far 
more decisive factors promoting destructive aggressiveness are also present 
(e.g., von Feilitzen 1994). We asked several outstanding researchers throughout 
the world to summarise the research on influences of media violence for the 
Clearinghouse’s first yearbook (Carlsson & von Feilitzen 1998). How do, then, 
audiences perceive TV’s and other media’s violent contents? 

In the third section of this yearbook, several studies - with the total adult 
population in various countries, with parents, and sometimes also with child- 
ren and young people themselves - provide examples of what people in differ- 
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ent cultures perceive to be violence in the media. The studies also show whether 
people think that something should be done about media violence, and, if so, 
what type of violence should be taken into consideration (e.g., Andre H. Caron 
& Letizia Caronia; Margaret Cupitt; Ingrid Geretschlaeger; Andrea Millwood 
Hargrave; Joseph Turow, all in this book). Of course, findings from these stud- 
ies cannot be generalised across frontiers. The questions, methods and cultural 
contexts of the studies vary greatly. More countries need to ascertain their 
audiences’ thoughts on what - on TV, the Internet and in other media - is 
problematic, who might be negatively influenced, who profits by it, and on 
what can be done. There are also general traps in opinion research, such as, for 
instance, the fact that people expect media content to have a greater negative 
influence on others than on themselves ( Albert C. Gunther & Peng Hwa Ang in 
this book). 

Nevertheless, it is remarkable that, in spite of the fact that violence and sex 
are important ingredients in people’s lives and therefore for many may be excit- 
ing as media contents, violence and pornography in the media that are per- 
ceived as contextually inappropriate seem to be issues of great concern among 
audiences in many countries. In those countries where such research questions 
have been asked, the majority also find that there is an augmenting and disturb- 
ing trend towards more problematic media contents (e.g., Veronica Silva & 
Maria Dolores Souza; Jens Waltermann & Marcel Machill, all in this book). At 
least according to a few studies, there also seems to be a tendency among new 
media audiences to widen the definition of what media violence is — for exam- 
ple, to include racism and child pornography. From the investigations we have 
seen, there is also an explicit wish to change the situation. 

Perceptions of what types of media content are problematic are, as noted, 
dependent on the culture. The culture as a whole, the media system, the avail- 
able media output and how it is regulated, the audiences’ wishes to use differ- 
ent programmes, games, web sites, etc., and, not least, earlier experience of 
traditional as well as new media and what they offer, are some of the factors 
affecting perceptions of media contents. However, what is clear generally is 
that audience perceptions of and relations to the media are essential and should 
be taken into account when each country chooses to realise regulations and/or 
self-regulations on national and international levels. 



Concluding words 

To make solutions possible, there is also need for extended research on power 
mechanisms and states of ownership, as well as on the economic, industrial- 
technological and political interests underlying the ever-increasing media out- 
put. If large parts of the audience are concerned about the development, it is 
not only popularity, or a desire to watch violence and pornography on TV or to 
search for it on the Net, that guides media production, but marketing and a 
desire for profit on the part of media owners and distributors. In order to realise 
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solutions, the audience, global media corporations, other media professionals, 
politicians, voluntary organisations and researchers must meet. 

The realisation of solutions particularly concerns children in the new me- 
dia landscape. According to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child, ratified by all member states but two, the child, too, shall have the right 
to freedom of expression (article 13), which in tpday’s society means, among 
other things, the right for children to appear and participate in the media. The 
child shall also have access to information and material from a diversity of 
national and international sources, especially those aimed at the promotion of 
his or her social, spiritual or moral well-being and physical and mental health, 
at the same time as the child shall be protected from information and material 
injurious to his or her well-being (article 17 about the mass media). And several 
articles state that children have the right not to be exploited or abused. 

Lasdy, we want to extend our warm thanks to both the authors contribut- 
ing to the yearbook and to all persons and organisations all over the world who 
answered the Clearinghouse questionnaire during Summer 1999- This ques- 
tionnaire was an attempt to establish who had conducted and was currently 
conducting research within the above-mentioned areas. The answers were in- 
valuable to us in identifying research literature for the bibliographies and find- 
ing authors for the yearbook. 
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Violence in Video 
and Computer Games 



In perspective 



The Monster Massacre 

or What Is a Violent Electronic Game ? 

Jan Christofferson 



The report The Monster Massacre 1 is an 
introduction to electronic interactive gam- 
ing for the uninitiated with emphasis on 
games with violent content. In the public 
debate, the most discussed aspect of video- 
and computer games is violence and the 
possible negative influence of use of such 
material. The Monster Massacre report tries 
to explore and explain what the player 
experiences when playing games of this 
kind. The book is not an empirical study, 
but a personal and subjective description 
of the games and what they offer. This brief 
article contains excerpts from selected book 
chapters and deals with the absolute ba- 
sics of action gaming. 



Various platforms 

Electronic interactive games come in dif- 
ferent forms. We have computer games, 
video games, on-line games, etc. The term 
computer game refers to games that you 
play on a PC - IBM compatible or Macin- 
tosh. The term video game refers to games 
played on a game console, such as Sony 
Playstation, Nintendo 64 and Sega Dream- 
cast. All video games require a television 
set, which acts as a display for the game. 
Until recently, on-line gaming was only 
possible with computers via a connection 
to the Internet, but the new generation of 
video game consoles, such as Playstation 
II and Dreamcast also have on-line possi- 
bilities. 



For the most part, computer games are 
designed to be played either as single 
player games, i.e., against the computer, 
or as multiplayer games, which means that 
you play against one or, usually, several 
human opponents via the Internet or a Local 
Area Network (LAN). In both cases, you 
play alone in front of the computer. Video 
games, on the other hand, are often de- 
signed to be played one-on-one, which 
means that there are at least two people in 
the same room doing the same thing. If 
you arrange a homemade tournament in, 
for example, hockey, which is a very popu- 
lar kind of video game, as many people as 
desired can participate. Today, video games 
are being converted to PC-format, but this 
social way of playing is in the nature of 
video games, and original computer games 
are not designed in this way. This is prob- 
ably related to the normal TV-viewing situ- 
ation, which often is a social activity, 
whereas sitting in front of a computer is 
not (for one thing, you sit much closer to a 
computer, making it difficult and uncom- 
fortable to be many). Paradoxically, even 
though you play computer games alone, 
sometimes the activity itself can be said to 
be much more social than video game play- 
ing because of the sheer number of peo- 
ple you communicate with during a 
multiplayer game over the Internet. Per- 
sonal contact is often made through 
multiplayer gaming on the Internet, result- 
ing in gaming clubs, among other things. 
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Game genres 

The most accepted and well-known cat- 
egorisation of game genres is probably the 
following: 

• Action 

• Strategy 

• Adventure 

• RPG (Role Playing Game) 

• Sports 

• Sim (Simulators) 

Many of these genre names speak for them- 
selves, like sports, strategy and simulators; 
others can be a bit unclear. Adventure 
games, for example, refers to a specific type 
of game where the main focus is on solv- 
ing riddles and intellectual activity; this 
category does not refer to games only con- 
taining "adventure” in a broader sense. 

These genres can be divided into more 
specialised sub-groups, but there will al- 
ways be games that cannot readily be cat- 
egorised into any of the major genres men- 
tioned above. The action genre includes, 
by definition, the most "violent” games. By 
”most violent” is meant the amount of vio- 
lent content, not necessarily the quality or 
explicitness of violence. Some of the most 
graphic violence can be found in "adult” 
adventure games like Phantasmagoria . 



Action games 

One of the most popular sub-genres of the 
action genre is "first person shooters”. The 
name describes the perspective of the 
game. The action takes place from the play- 
er’s point of view — as a player you see 
your own hands and the weapon you hap- 
pen to wield at the time. Your surround- 
ings and enemies take up the rest of the 
screen. Well-known titles are, among oth- 
ers, Quake , Quake II and III , Unreal , Half- 
life and Kingpin. All of the popular first 
person shooters have a distinct "animated” 



look. Animated does not mean that they 
are ’’childish”, but that they can be com- 
pared to an advanced superhero comic with 
exaggerated proportions and movements. 
The animation has advanced lighting ef- 
fects and even gives a certain illusion of 
realism. First person shooters are also dis- 
tinguished by their extreme tempo, espe- 
cially when played as a multiplayer game 
via the Internet or LAN. This means that 
the violence (however brutal) mainly flick- 
ers by and that lingering scenes of death 
or mutilation are extremely rare. The ab- 
sence of slow deaths probably has little to 
do with the constructors’ good taste; it is 
simply that such scenes would be an unac- 
ceptable hiatus in gameplay and would 
work against the essence of the game. 

What is then the primary attraction of 
these games if it is not the violence itself? 
The attraction primarily lies in the challenge 
of overcoming difficult situations. The 
games are designed in such a way that they 
become more difficult the farther you ad- 
vance in the game. As a player you will 
meet your death many times in situations 
that seem impossible the first time you 
experience them. As you try them repeat- 
edly, you will become more accomplished 
and learn how to succeed in getting past 
them. The goal for the player is to move 
on and "beat” the game and its challenges. 
The attraction of first person shooters is 
essentially the same as the attraction of 
child-oriented games like Donkey Kong 64 
(where you shoot coconuts at your oppo- 
nents) or Super Mario Bros, (where you 
have a vast arsenal of ’’funny” weapons and 
martial techniques), but with the added 
element of blood and guns. This added 
element, though apparent, could probably 
be compared to the difference between a 
Roadrunner or Tom & Jerry cartoon and a 
violent car chase movie like Mad Max. The 
former are aimed at children, the latter at 
adolescents and adults, but the violent con- 
tent remains essentially the same albeit with 
differences in visualisation. 

There are other sub-genres of the ac- 
tion genre. One violent and much-discussed 
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genre is ’’fighting games”. This term refers 
to games that exclude everything except 
the fighting (and violence) itself and that 
often have a martial arts backdrop of some 
sort. Well-known games of this kind are 
Mortal Kombat and its successors, the Street 
Fighter series, the Killer Instinct series, the 
Tekken series, and the Virtua Fighter ser- 
ies, among others. There are many differ- 
ences between these games and first per- 
son shooters, the main ones being perhaps 
the perspective and playing situation. In- 
stead of a first person perspective you have 
a third person perspective and the action 
often takes place in a single environment, 
as the action is restricted to the fight itself. 
These games are largely developed as video 
games meant for two players in a one-on- 
one situation. You can play them by your- 
self, too, but then you have to play against 
the ’’game”, which is generally regarded as 
much less entertaining than playing against 
a human opponent. Whereas multiplayer 
is quite popular with first person shooters, 
there is little point in having a multiplayer 



’’fighting game” due to the one-on-one 
nature of a ’’stand off’ fight. 

Gameplay in fighting games is simple: 
with different combinations of button push- 
ing you kick, punch, and grapple with your 
opponent until there is a winner. Some- 
times there are weapons available, never 
guns but sometimes swords, chains, sticks, 
and so on. There are variations in back- 
grounds and appearances of the opponents, 
but it is the fights themselves that supply 
the main attraction of these games. Because 
every fight is different and you are not 
dependent on a ’’story” (that can become 
irritatingly familiar in first person shooter 
games), the fighting games have a long life. 
The violence is largely illustrated in the style 
of ”Kung Fu-, Karate-, Hong-Kong-” mov- 
ies, with exaggerated sound effects, shout- 
ing and sprays of blood. Similar to first 
person shooters, they are also distinctly 
animated at this point in time - and they 
always have been, something that should 
be taken into consideration when discuss- 
ing their absolute violent content. 



Note 

1. Christofferson, Jan (1999) Monstermassakern [The Monster Massacre]. Stockholm, Council on 
Media Violence, Ministry of Culture. 
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Video Game Violence and Aggression 

A Review of Research 

Mark Griffiths 



One of the main concerns that has con- 
stantly been raised against video and com- 
puter games is that most of the games are 
claimed to feature aggressive elements. This 
has led some people to state that children 
become more aggressive after playing such 
games. However, these assertions have 
been made without the backup of empiri- 
cal evidence. Despite the continuing con- 
troversy for over 15 years, there has been 
relatively little systematic research. The is- 
sue is ever more important because new 
games are using more explicit representa- 
tions of extreme and realistic violence. 



Theoretical concerns 

Theoretically, video games might have the 
capacity to promote aggressive tendencies 
(as predicted by, among other theories, 
social learning theory) or to release aggres- 
sive tendencies (as predicted by catharsis 
theory). Put more simply, social learning 
theory (Bandura, 1986) would hypothesise 
that playing aggressive video games would 
lead to the stimulation of aggressive be- 
haviour, i.e., children will imitate or in other 
ways learn what they see on screen. In di- 
rect contradiction to this, catharsis theory 
(Feshbach & Singer, 1971). would hypoth- 
esise that playing aggressive video games 
would have a relaxing effect by channel- 
ling latent aggression and therefore have a 
positive effect on a child’s behaviour. The 
rest of this article briefly examines the grow- 
ing body of research that has been carried 



out in order to put the debate into an em- 
pirical context. 

Areas of research on video 
game violence 

Self-report methods 

The presence of increased aggression has 
been measured by self-report question- 
naires in a number of studies (e.g., Lin & 
Lepper, 1987; Fling et al, 1992; Griffiths & 
Hunt, 1995). Many of the results are con- 
tradictory with some showing violent video 
games have a calming effect whereas oth- 
ers claim violent video games increase ag- 
gression and/or hostility scores. The prob- 
lem with all questionnaire research is that 
correlational evidence is unconvincing not 
only because correlations may be due to 
backward causation (i.e., aggressive child- 
ren may be drawn to video games rather 
than and/or in addition to their aggression 
being a result of this activity), but for the 
more plausible reason that the correlations 
may not be directly causal at all but may 
result from mediating factors (e.g., low 
educational attainment, low socio-eco- 
nomic status, etc.) that may themselves be 
causally related both to video game play- 
ing and to aggressive behaviour. 

Experimental studies 

There have been a number of experimen- 
tal studies (e.g., Lynch, 1994; Scott, 1995; 
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Ballard & West, 1996) looking at the rela- 
tionship between aggression and video 
game playing although a number of these 
studies use video games as an experimen- 
tal paradigm to investigate other theoreti- 
cal concerns. Only experimental studies can 
hope to provide persuasive evidence re- 
garding causality. However, the laboratory 
studies to date have examined fantasy ag- 
gression rather than real aggression. This 
is somewhat irrelevant, and the increased 
aggression in the fantasy and role-play 
measures, far from confirming the hypoth- 
esis that games cause aggression, is entirely 
consistent with the catharsis hypothesis, i.e., 
it might be precisely the fantasy aggres- 
sion that releases the energy that would 
otherwise be expressed as aggressive be- 
haviour. Since laboratory studies cannot 
study serious aggressive behaviour for ethi- 
cal reasons, what is required are naturalis- 
tic field experiments. However, such field 
experiments have been non-existent up to 
now in the field of video game research. 

Observational studies 

A number of studies have examined the 
differences in children’s behaviour after 
playing an aggressive video game by ob- 
serving the child’s free play (e.g., Schutte 
et al, 1988; Irwin & Gross, 1995). These 
studies, all of which were carried out on 
young children, do seem to suggest that 
the playing of violent video games has the 
effect of increasing a child’s aggressive 
behaviour - at least in the short term. It is 
possible that this particular methodology 
(i.e., the observational analysis of children’s 
free play) may itself be contributing to the 
effect. For instance, the novelty of the play 
room with new toys (including those asso- 
ciated with aggression) may be played with 
more than if it was done in the child’s own 
setting. Alternatively, this may be a genu- 
ine effect which mirrors research showing 
that young children imitate what they see 
on television as a common way of reacting 
and learning (behaviour which diminishes 
as they get older). 



Other studies (projective tests, 
case studies) 

Other studies have used a mixture of meth- 
odologies (self-report, experiment and ob- 
servation) and have suggested that video 
games may have short-term beneficial ef- 
fects for children (e.g., Graybill et al., 1987). 
These authors have concluded that their 
results tended to be more consistent with 
catharsis theory (i.e., the release of aggres- 
sive tendencies), that violent video games 
discharge aggressive impulses in a socially 
acceptable way and that playing violent 
video games may have a short-term ben- 
eficial effect for the children playing them. 
However, longer-term negative effects were 
not ruled out in any of these studies. 



General concluding comments 

All the studies that have examined the ef- 
fects of video games on aggression have 
only involved measures of possible short- 
term aggressive consequences. The major- 
ity of the studies on very young children - 
as opposed to those in their teens upwards 
- tend to show that children do become 
more aggressive after either playing or 
watching a violent video game but all these 
studies were based on the observation of a 
child’s free play after playing a violent video 
game. Such evidence suggests that at a 
theoretical level, there is more empirical 
evidence supporting social learning theory 
than catharsis theory - particularly in 
younger children. However, there is much 
speculation as to whether the procedures 
to measure aggression levels are methodo- 
logically valid and reliable. 

There is also the very important ques- 
tion of developmental effects, i.e., do video 
games have the same effect regardless of 
age? It could well be the case - and is prob- 
ably the case in reviewing the research 
evidence - that violent video games have 
a more pronounced effect in young child- 
ren but less of an effect, if any, once they 
have reached their teenage years. There is 




3 



4 

X 



32 



Video Game Violence and Aggression 



no evidence that violent video games have 
any effect in adult behaviour (although it 
must be pointed out that there are very 
few studies using adult samples as most of 
the research has concentrated on children 
and adolescents). 

Another important factor is the social 
context of playing, i.e., if playing in groups 
or individually, with or against each other 
may affect the results. The findings of some 
researchers (Anderson & Morrow, 1995) 
suggest that competitiveness increases ag- 
gression. There are also problems concern- 



ing the definition of “violent” or “aggres- 
sive” as there are numerous television car- 
toons such as Tom and Jerry which may 
not be regarded as violent within the op- 
erational definitions employed in mass 
media research. Since all video games are 
animated, the same argument might be 
used for them also. Research into the ef- 
fects of long-term exposure to video games 
on subsequent aggressive behaviour is 
noticeably lacking and at present remains 
speculative. 
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Killing Time? 

A Canadian Meditation on Video Game Culture 

Stephen Kline 



After an introduction noting the explosive growth in the video and computer 
games industry, this article reviews some international literature about possible 
harmful influences of video game play on children and young people, adding 
Canadian research findings from studies of the role of video games in adoles- 
cents' lives. 



The coming out of interactive entertainment 

As industry legend has it, the first video game Space Wars took a multi-million 
dollar, room size computer in the basement of M.I.T (Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology) to play. By applying the same cybernetic principles of ‘feedback’ - 
originally associated with automation and office technology - to children’s en- 
tertainment, Steve Russell created an entirely new medium out of the TV screen. 
Because it demonstrated the novel possibility of using computers for fun, this 
innovation in computer programming has had a profound impact on contem- 
porary children’s culture around the world (Herz, 1997). Three decades after its 
invention, the video game industry it founded has become the fastest growing 
and most profitable children’s entertainment business which earned an esti- 
mated $18 billion in the world (1998) for the corporations that manufacture, 
design and sell domestic computers, console game systems, Internet play sites, 
and gaming arcades. Given the scope of this industry, video gaming has also 
periodically been subjected to critical examination for its growing impact on 
children and youth. 

It is important to realize that from the 1970’s on, this industry’s astounding 
growth arises from successive waves of innovation in technology and program- 
ming design. Home consoles like a Nintendo 64 (sold in 1996 for under $200 in 
Canada) pack more than 10 times the processing capacity of the original Pentium 
PCs. Industry sources claimed that by 1998, video games had already been 
incorporated into the daily routines of 65 percent of all US households, and 85 
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percent of those with male children. The recently release Sega Dreamcast is the 
first of a new generation of even more powerful processors which - when 
augmented by recent advances in 3D graphics chips, DVD (Digital Video Disc) 
storage devices and fast modems - means that future kids will be playing Doom , 
Mortal Kombat and Final Fantasy on extremely advanced consoles with com- 
putational speeds and graphics display chips exceeding those of most engi- 
neering workstations. This is why, in his book Being Digital (1995), Nicholas 
Negroponte of the M.I.T. media lab claimed that video games are the clearest 
indication how computers will be transforming the specter of human communi- 
cation: 

We are not waiting on any invention. It is here. It is now. It is almost genetic in 
its nature, in that each generation will become more digital than the preceding 
one. The control bits of that digital future are more than ever before in the 
hands of the young. Nothing could make me happier. (Negroponte, 1995: 231) 

Douglas Rushkoff in his book Playing the Future (1996) similarly writes opti- 
mistically about the effects of this new wave of interactive entertainment on 
youth: 

While their parents may condemn Nintendo as mindless and masturbatory, 
kids who have mastered video gaming early on stand a better chance of ex- 
ploiting the real but mediated interactivity that will make itself available to 
them by the time they hit techno-puberty in their teens. (Rushkoff 1996: 31) 

He quotes Timothy Leary to support his optimism about interactivity: 

The importance of the Nintendo phenomenon is about equal to that of the 
Gutenberg printing press. Here you had a new generation of kids who grew 
up knowing that they could change what’s on the screen. (Rushkoff, 1996: 30) 

To techno-enthusiasts like Rushkoff and Negroponte, video gaming is a perfect 
preparation for the high-tech cybernetic future that awaits the ‘screenager’: “The 
games he plays are simulated drives through the very real data networks he will 
access later on with his computer and modem. . . . Thanks to video games, kids 
have a fundamentally different appreciation of the television image than their 
parents. ... Rather than simply receiving media they are changing images on the 
screen” (Rushkoff, 1996: 182). ‘Screenagers’ will attain a greater sense of agency 
and control in their ever changing lives, Rushkoff assures us, because they are 
learning to live with a changing digital environment. Or as Herz writes in her 
book Joystick Nation (1997): 

Video games are perfect training for life in fin de siecle America, where daily 
existence demands the ability to parse sixteen kinds of information being fired 
at you simultaneously... Kids weaned on video games are not attention-defi- 
cient, morally stunted, illiterate little zombies who massacre people en masse 
after playing too much Mortal Kombat . They’re simply acclimated to a world 
that increasingly resembles some kind of arcade experience. (Herz 1997: 2-3) 
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| Enthusiasm for digital technology has, thus, been forged into a promotional 

I strategy for technologizing children’s socialization in an ‘information age’. Dig- 

ital megacorps promise a pedagogical revolution of ‘interactive multimedia’ pro- 
1 portionate to their own stake in the ‘digital economy’: 

Multimedia has the potential to revolutionize certain aspects of how educators 
manage education... TV in its time was going to do the same thing. They didn’t 
because they couldn’t. Unlike these earlier tecimoiogies, multimedia is interac- 
tive. It has the ability therefore to replicate some teacher/learner interaction. It 
also has the ability to link the student with tutors, his or her peers in other 
| places, and with remote sources of information. (Henry & McLennan, 1994: 3) 

To today’s youths, Commander Keen and Crash Bandicoot are as familiar as 
Mickey Mouse and Ninja Turtles were in previous generations, reflecting the 
current corporate repositioning around the digital channels of communication 
distribution. The $100 million launch of the Sega Dreamcast in North America 
in 1999 reminds us that the video game industry is becoming the most active 
and dynamic merchandisers of entertainment products to the young with pro- 
motional budgets exceeding those of the toy or movie industries. Digital enter- 
tainment has already won 30 percent of the US playthings market, earning $8.8 
billion in the US (1998) - winning an increasing share of entertainment spend- 
ing - larger than the Hollywood box-office gross ($5.2. billion) and ten times 
the amount spent on the production of children’s television (Haynes & Dinsey, 
j 1995). 

Digitalization has extended the capacities of the global media industries by 
adding interactivity to television. And with the increasing push of global mar- 
keting campaigns video game culture has been developing a similar loyal fol- 
lowing around the world - mostly young and male, who prefer interacting with 
l avatars in cyberspace to ‘vegging-out’ in front of the television, hanging around 

with friends, or playing street sports. Recent studies of children’s media use 
have documented that a global ‘gamer’ culture focused on digital adventure is 
taking shape around interactive entertainment technologies (Livingstone et al., 
1999). Indeed, just as contemporary parents were becoming accustomed to 
their kids spending close to three hours a day with television - much of it 
violent - the video game came along and began changing the contours of 
children’s leisure. While technophiles like Negroponte celebrate this new dig- 
ital youth culture as empowering, parents, teachers, and researchers remain 
concerned about what the growth of interactive entertainment media means for 
their kids. The comparisons of video games with television are obvious, be- 
cause the interactive entertainment industry emerged at the point of conver- 
gence of the twentieth century’s two most important communication technolo- 
gies - the computer and television. Moreover, as Eugene Provenzo (1991) notes, 

I this hybrid technology is a new medium, which fuses TV’s spectatorship with 

cybernetic play control. This is why Provenzo wrote in his examination of this 
industry, that the real significance of video game technology for contemporary 
i childhood is that: 
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It represents the first stages in the creation of a new type of television - an 
interactive medium as different from traditional television as television is from 
radio. The remaining years of this decade will see the emergence and defini- 
tion of this new medium form in much the same way the late 1940’s and early 
1950’s saw television emerge as a powerful social and cultural force. (Provenzo, 

1991: 105) 

The video game industry is a hybrid because it not only cultivates new uses of 
interactive technology, but is also a unique “entertainment experience”. This 
experience has already changed how many kids allocate and spend their lei- 
sure time. And children’s attachment to this hybrid medium is confusing - at 
least to parents - because although the computer chips makes technology more 
“dynamic” and “engaging”, the contents and themes of these games and enter- 
tainment appear to be extensions of escapist TV fare at its worst. A quick look 
at Messiah, Resident Evil II or Splatterhouse will leave anyone wondering whether 
we really have transcended the age of television in this new digital playground, 
when so much of the contents promote testosterone fantasy and grotesquely 
cartooned violence. Noting that the largest single target audience will no doubt 
be children, Provenzo (1991) worries that the video game industry is simply 
extending the troubled TV culture of the past: 

If the video game industry is going to provide the foundation for the develop- 
ment of interactive television, then concerned parents and educators have cause 
for considerable alarm. During the past decade, the video game industry has 
developed games whose social content has been overwhelmingly violent, sex- 
ist, and even racist. (Provenzo, 1991: 105) 

There can be no doubt that this ‘hybrid’ technology is poised to change the 
way children play and learn. Yet media analysts are only beginning to under- 
stand the implications of ‘interactivity’ for how children use and respond to the 
screen. 

Technophobes like Neil Postman (1993) have already warned that the emer- 
gence of interactive or computerized communication technologies possesses a 
serious threat to children’s culture: “A new technology does not add or subtract 
something. It changes everything” (Postman, 1993: 18). He goes on to state his 
opposition to interactive media, which like television he sees “breaking a four- 
hundred year old truce between gregariousness and openness fostered by oral- 
ity and the introspection and isolation fostered by the printed word”. He con- 
tinues: 

Stated in the most dramatic terms, the accusation can be made that the uncon- 
trolled growth of technology destroys the vital sources of our humanity. It 
creates a culture without a moral foundation. It undermines certain mental 
processes and social relations that make human life worth living. (Postman 
1993: xiii) 

Postman’s opposition, it turns out, is based less on his concerns about interactivity 
than about the way it will be used: 





38 



Killing Time? 



Surrounding every technology are institutions whose organization - not to 
mention their reason for being - reflects the world view promoted by the 
technology. Therefore when a technology is assaulted by a new one, institu- 
tions are threatened. When institutions are threatened, a culture finds itself in 
crisis. (Postman 1993: 19) 



Postman believes that our literate culture is in crisis because we have left this 
powerful new medium m the hands of the entertainment industry that has 
failed to develop new media in a way that is beneficial and helpful to children. 

Whether we agree with the technological optimists or pessimists about the 
consequences of digitalization, as media researchers it is clearly time we real- 
ized that our children’s popular entertainment is becoming increasingly confus- 
ing to us. As cultural critic Allucquere Rosanne Stone (1995) recently observed: 



There seems no question that a significant proportion of young people will 
spend a significant and increasing proportion of their waking-hours playing 
computer based games. ... It is entirely possible that computer-based games 
will turn out to be the major unacknowledged source of socialization and 
education in industrialized countries before the 1990’s have run their course. 
(Stone, 1995: 26-27) 



Yet, despite its ascent as the fastest growing and most profitable entertainment 
industry, there is remarkably little commentary on the development and accept- 
ance of this new medium, on the range of games and their ratings, let alone 
studies of their impact on children’s socialization and growth. Stone argues that 
we have very little understanding of the unique features of virtual presence and 
interactivity that make video gaming a unique cultural experience, comparing 
our ignorance about this medium “to holding a cocktail party in a house that is 
already ablaze”. 



A house ablaze? What the research says 

Stone is right. Compared with television, academic research on the impact of 
video games on young people amounts to little more than cocktail party chit- 
chat. Reviewing this literature one finds that there are almost as many reviews 
as there are original studies on the question of video games and aggression in 
youth. The ‘moral panic’ concerning the teen arcade culture of the late 1970’s 
and early 1980’s has been quelled by such repeated assurances that computer- 
ized play is empowering the digital generation, because these technologies 
provide opportunities for exploring, learning, developing eye-hand coordina- 
tion and connecting with diverse sources of information (Greenfield & Cock- 
ing, 1996). Moreover, much of the supportive research has been undertaken in 
the context of schools’ use of educational video games (Greenfield, 1984; Kafai, 
1995) with little regard for the growth of arcade and domestic video game 
cultures which are arising in young males (Funk, 1993). 
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There does exist a small and slowly growing body of evidence concerning 
the potential negative effects of video games and the question of violence and 
addiction. Subsuming Albert Bandura’s (1986) social learning paradigm, most is 
focused on whether the interactivity and realism of video games are likely to 
intensify identification with and modeling of violent behaviors. 

Durkin’s (1995) review of these early studies for the Australian Office of 
Film and Literature Classification acknowledges that, like television violence, 
violence in interactive entertainment is of concern. There are a few studies 
which demonstrate the possibility of social learning from video games, he finds, 
but this constitutes very limited evidence concerning the causation of aggres- 
siveness: “Evidence does not lend strong support to the suggestion that com- 
puter game play promotes aggression in children.” Overall he concludes: “Al- 
though the research is not exhaustive and by no means conclusive, it indicates 
that the stronger negative claims are not supported. Computer games have not 
led to the development of a generation of isolated, antisocial, compulsive com- 
puter users with strong propensities for aggression. To the contrary, some evi- 
dence indicates that there may be cognitive and perceptual-motor skill gains as 
a result of computer game practice... and reviving patterns of family together- 
ness in leisure” (Durkin 1995: 71). 

Durkin notes two reasons why video game play may not result in violent 
behavior in kids: Firstly, by age 8 most kids understand the ‘virtual’ nature of 
video games and therefore the aggressive behaviors enacted in video games 
are playful and cognitively distinct from real aggressive behaviors in daily con- 
flicts or interactions. One of the key problems in attempts to compare the ef- 
fects of television violence and that of video game play is the difference be- 
tween playing and watching. He points out that identification is a complex 
process that has been scarcely studied in relationship to computer game play, 
especially in respect of aggressive content. Secondly, many heavy players re- 
port that they enjoy the experience of conflict and competition - since playing 
makes them happy and relaxed rather than angry and hostile it is not likely to 
result in aggression. 

In their more recent contribution to this Clearinghouse’s Yearbook 1998 
Durkin and Low note that problems in research methods makes it difficult to 
draw any conclusions on video games contribution to violent behavior: “There 
were only a small number of studies and these had yielded weak or inconsist- 
ent findings” (Durkin & Low, 1998: 111). In this overview of Australian and- 
New Zealand research they note that the limitations in design and measure- 
ment of effects are serious. Even more recent studies in Australia reveal that 
“aggressive responses are not an inevitable consequence of playing video games” 
(ibid.: 112) because studies often confuse conflict with aggression, and hostile 
feelings with aggressive behavior. Durkin and Low note that laboratory studies 
of effects are especially inconsistent in their results. Moreover, as in television 
research generally, correlations between judged aggressiveness and time spent 
playing video games are confounded by interpretations of causal direction. 
Durkin and Low also point out that most of the original research into the effects 
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utilized earlier gaming technologies whose graphic capacity and game control 
bear little resemblance to the current and coming generations of young gamers. 

Dill and Dill (1998) in their review of the literature weigh the evidence 
similarly: “Overall the majority of investigations have supported the predicted 
relationship between violent video game or violent virtual reality play and in- 
creases in aggression or aggression related outcomes... two studies show de- 
creased pro-social behavior as a function of violent video game play” (Dill & 
Dill, 1998: 409). These two researchers have noted that only four studies have 
used the ‘current generation of video games’ (i.e., recognizing the important 
changes in the graphic qualities and design of the new 64 bit video game 
systems) and of these three did show effects on “aggressive behavior, hostility 
or aggressive thoughts”. So they conclude: “The preponderance of the evi- 
dence from the existing literature suggests that exposure to video game vio- 
lence increases aggressive behavior and other aggression-related phenomena. 
However, the paucity of empirical data coupled with a variety of methodologi- 
cal problems and inconsistencies in these data, clearly demonstrate the need 
for additional research” (ibid.: 410). 

Dill and Dill go on to cite the same reservations about this research as 
Durkin and Low (1998): “Precious few true experiments have been done to 
assess the effects of playing violent video games on aggression-related out- 
comes; too much has focused on very young children and used aggressive free 
play” and the studies of “aggressive affect studies often uses undergraduates”. 
Moreover there is a failure to deal with the gender differences cogently, and to 
properly theorize the aggression effect or distinguish between hostile feelings, 
aggressive thoughts or fantasies, and behavior. They conclude that “there are a 
number of methodological problems in this literature, the majority of which 
were in efforts that found no differences or that failed to support their own 
hypotheses” (Dill & Dill, 1998: 420). 

Dill and Dill see the need for a more sophisticated theorization of the 
effects of media - one which might better accommodate the growing diversity 
and realism of contemporary video games, the sophistication of our under- 
standing of social learning, the gender and other individual differences that 
lead to susceptibility, and other external factors that mediate the processes of 
aggressiveness. Dill and Dill note the growing complexity in the theorization of 
TV violence, arguing: “A similar relationship should exist because the same 
conceptual variables are involved. Specifically, video game violence effects should 
operate through elaboration and priming of aggressive thought networks, weak- 
ening of inhibitions against antisocial behavior, modeling, reinforcement, de- 
creased empathy for others and the creation of a more violent world view” as 
well as the possibility of catharsis and arousal effects (ibid.: 409). 

They go on to note, following Huesmann’s theory, that playing violent 
games may prime in two ways: 1) by either exposing children to aggression 
which “can trigger related feeling and can bring to mind knowledge of aggres- 
sion-related skills, memories and beliefs” or 2) by exposing children to aggres- 
sion which “weakens inhibitions against engaging in aggressive behavior... 
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changing individual perception of what is normal or acceptable behavior”. Noting 
that the video games generally “reward” violent responses as opposed to other 
means of solving problems, they argue this may lead children to “chose aggres- 
sive responses to conflict situations in their own lives”. Dill and Dill also note 
that the increasing realism in the games is of consequence, because the similar- 
ity of aggressive clues most particularly the weapons, and moves used in fight- 
ing can be translated into real life”. They state: “The child playing an aggressive 
video game may learn that hitting or even shooting another person is the ap- 
propriate response in a conflict situation and that this type of aggression is 
likely to be reinforced” (ibid.: 410). 

These two researchers also mean that the active participation of video game 
play where players choose and then manipulate characters from first person 
point of view, may accentuate the identification with his aggressor: “Identifica- 
tion with the video game character may be stronger than identification with 
television or movie characters, in part because players choose a character and 
play the characters role in the video game scenario” (ibid.: 413)- For this reason 
desensitization effects may be accentuated. They point out that empathy has 
been found to be lower among known aggressors than non-aggressive per- 
sons. The degree that plots justify the aggression also plays a role, that is, if 
violent video games depict victims as deserving attacks, and if these video 
games tend to portray other humans as targets, then reduced empathy is likely 
to be a consequence of violent video game play. Dill and Dill observe that 
many of the problems in these studies arise from limited theorization of the 
differences between video game play and television watching. 

Three general issues arise from this literature: the difference between watch- 
ing TV and playing video games; the need for new research that recognizes that 
video games have dramatically changed; and a need for an expanded theory of 
how playing aggressive games may have long-term effects on children. 

Funk et al. (1999), reviewing the body of literature, note the positive health, 
educational and therapeutic implications of video games, stating that 
edutainment is one of the most positive applications of electronic games, but 
one whose impact has yet to be demonstrated through longitudinal research” 
(Funk et al. 1999: 117). They go on to say that many are more concerned about 
violent video games than films because “on a theoretical basis playing violent 
electronic games may influence behavior through observational learning, prac- 
tice and reinforcement... The critical dimension of active participation may 
increase the impact of electronic games relative to time spent” (ibid.: 120-121). 
They find that surveys have identified various negative correlations between 
playing electronic games and various target measures, such as aggression and 
self-concept, yet these results are correlational and do not at this point establish 
causality. As a whole, however, laboratory and survey results suggest that game- 
playmg, particularly playing violent games, “may not be entirely benign for all 
players (ibid.: 124). These authors have also observed there is consistent evi- 
dence of gender differences in use of and response to video games, as well as 
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in aggressive predisposition, which create problems for generalizing the effects 
of playing violent video games. 

As in the TV violence issue, the confounding of aggressive predisposition 
with preferences for aggressive entertainment makes it hard to explain both 
correlations between playing violent video games and real violence or its ab- 
sence. As Dill and Dill (1998) note, the correlation between aggressiveness and 
video game play 1) might have a social learning explanation — video games 
cause aggression (or its absence indicates catharsis); 2) might have a disposi- 
tion explanation — aggressive disposition leads to preference for more violent 
video game play; or 3) might relate to an underlying factor (e.g., low self es- 
teem, social isolation) which leads to both aggressiveness and video game 
play. 

So the same problem of interpreting survey studies is endemic in this litera- 
ture, too, because correlations cannot reveal the causal relations between gen- 
der, amount of violent play, and aggressiveness or hostility that researchers 
measure. And this is of concern because the ‘experience’ of those simulated 
conflict situations seems to be crucial to the mood altering qualities of the play 
experience that male gamers seek and that young females avoid (Kubey, 1996; 
Goldstein, 1998). As Goldstein and Jukes (1993) have noted, there is strong 
evidence that boys develop a preference for aggressive toys and games and 
that this is related to arousal levels and chronic aggressiveness. Highly aggres- 
sive boys find war toys more appealing than other toys — and prefer violent 
sports films and video games and television programs (Goldsten, 1998). “Both 
war and war play may reflect the prevailing values of the cultures in which they 
flourish, values that stress aggression, assertion and dominance” (ibid.: 67). 
Given the consistent evidence of gender differences in both aggressiveness 
and play preferences, correlations are theoretically problematic for media ef- 
fects surveys, Goldstein points out, because it confuses issues of male aggres- 
siveness and male entertainment preferences with those of media effects. Com- 
menting on the evidence of a relationship between aggressive play and war in 
children, he notes: “The reasoning underlying this research is that exposure to 
violence activates aggressive associations and images. These in turn heighten 
the preference for further exposure to violence” (ibid.: 59). 

Goldstein argues that it is crucial to understand why and how young males 
develop their preferences for violent entertainment generally. Real violence is 
different from play violence, he says, because there is the absence of intent to 
hurt another. Entertainment violence is consumed for distraction and mood 
management, to increase excitement and arousal, and to express emotions. 
Goldstein believes therefore that we must differentiate between violence expe- 
rienced for its own sake and violence experienced as play and entertainment. 
He underlines that individuals differ in their need for excitement and tolerance 
for stimulation; those with a moderately high need for sensation find portrayals 
of violence more enjoyable than those with a lesser need. He cites a number of 
studies that reveal that enjoyment is the male response to violent entertain- 
ment, not hostility. And in order to experience anything like pleasure from 
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exposure to violent or threatening images, the audience must feel relatively 
safe and secure in their surroundings. Furthermore, there must be cues that the 
violent images are produced for purposes of entertainment and consumption. 
In relation to video game violence he believes that interactivity may make video 
games seem less violent than similar images in film; since “video gamers have 
more control over the images, perhaps the effects of violent images are re- 
duced” (ibid.: 60). The implications of this are that we need to better under- 
stand the developmental processes through which simulated aggressiveness is 
socialized and turned into a form of pleasure for males. 

Griffiths (1999), who also has reviewed the research literature on video and 
computer games, recently concluded: “The one consistent finding is that the 
majority of the studies on very young children - as opposed to those in their 
teens upwards — tend to show that children do become more aggressive after 
either playing or watching a violent video game” (Griffiths, 1999: 210) but all 
the evidence is based on one research method observing children’s free play. 
In this sense claims about aggression effects are based on observations of ener- 
gized conflict play. Griffiths is scathing on the design and measurement issues, 
arguing that all the published studies on video game violence have methodo- 
logical problems and that they only include possible short-term measures of 
a 8g res sive consequences. Differentiating between the modeling and catharsis 
explanations is especially difficult in correlational studies using self-report meas- 
ures of hostility, he notes, and because subjects vary in their predisposition to 
aggressiveness. 

He argues that not all video games are violent or aggressive in the same 
way. There is confusion in the literature between cartoon-like violence and 
more realistic games (as in TV shows) and also between competitive hostility 
(sports or racing) and aggressive contest (fighting, shooting). There is therefore 
“a need for a general taxonomy of video games as it could be the case that 
particular games have very positive effects while other types are not so posi- 
tive” (Griffiths, 1999: 210). He goes on to conclude that the question of whether 
video games promote aggressiveness cannot be answered for the present be- 
cause the available literature is relatively sparse and conflicting, and there are 
many different types of video games which probably have different effects. He 
notes that it is evident that video games can have both positive and negative 
aspects. If care is taken in the design, and if games are put in the right context, 
they have the potential to be used as training aids in classrooms and therapeut- 
ic settings — and to provide skills in psychomotor coordination in simulations of 
real life events, for example, training recruits for the armed forces. 



Video games as military training? 

Bathed in a maniacal aggressiveness, filled with a postmodern cynicism and 
ur ghig a new tribalism of virtual comradery, the contemporary multimedia en- 
tertainment industries have once again caught the eye of the popular press 
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precisely because, as Griffiths notes, they are effective in training recruits to the 
armed forces. Unfortunately it was a series of school shootings in Paducah, 
Jonesboro and Littleton, in the USA, and in Tabart Alberta, Canada, that once 
again catapulted the long simmering debates about North America’s media in- 
dustry’s contribution to the ‘cultures of violence’ into the public limelight, when 
some avid gamers on the fringe of their schools’ social life exacted vengeance 
on their peers with well planned and executed shootings. Perhaps not coinci- 
dentally, Jonesboro was aiso the place where Dave Grossman, author of On 
Killing (1996), had retired. Grossman was a lieutenant colonel who had de- 
voted his career to figuring out how to train soldiers to kill. Recently he has 
become a leading US critic of the interactive entertainment industry, arguing 
that the main concern is that these violent video games are providing military 
quality training to children (Grossman & DeGaetano, 1999). 

Grossman’s arguments are helpful in broadening our understanding of how 
video games influence kids. As a retired US army officer, he is well positioned 
to comment on the similarity between the tactics used in the army to train 
soldiers and the use of violent video games among children today. The US 
military has long used simulation training for its soldiers because the “repeti- 
tion and desensitization” of simulated killing effect kill rates (the actual per- 
centage of soldiers that will pull the trigger in real life combat). Grossman has 
trained elite fighting soldiers and police officers how to kill, by adapting fight- 
ing simulations for training purposes. What he found was that by eliminating 
the blood, gore and emotions of the ‘victims’ on the computer screen, the 
soldiers begin to treat their training as more of a game. According to Grossman, 
the soldier’s training is designed to be both practical and psychological. Simu- 
lation training enhances familiarity and physical skills with weapons while de- 
creasing the soldiers’ empathy towards their enemies. By firing at the compu- 
ter-simulated images of enemies who die without blood and gore, the fighting 
simulation can sharpen the marksmanship of these soldiers at the same time as 
it trains them to see enemies as targets rather than humans. In desensitizing the 
soldier to the act of killing, the trainee becomes more capable of actually pull- 
ing the trigger effectively (Discovery Channel, 1999). It also shifts researchers’ 
attention to the cognitive and emotional mechanisms by which violence is dis- 
inhibited. 

Like the training of these soldiers, Grossman believes that violent video 
games may have a similar effect on young people who play them a lot because 
they help break down the psychological barriers that prevent killing: “Children 
don’t naturally kill; they learn it from violence in the home and. . . from violence 
as entertainment in television, movies and interactive video games” (Grossman, 
1998). Like in the army, the repeated shooting at targets in the video games may 
not only enhance weapons skills, but also desensitize some young people to 
the horror of killing by turning enemies into targets. Like the soldiers, with 
constant practice players of violent video games will eventually have extremely 
low or even no empathy towards victims of violence. The engagement process 
from video games will decrease the players’ empathy and negative reaction 
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towards violent acts. The disturbing blend of participation, engagement, re- 
wards and practice that video games encourage, is a perfect instructional envi- 
ronment. One of the central thrusts of Grossman’s argument is that we see the 
rise of violent video gaming as more of a concern than violence in movies and 
on television. In other words, aggression training is more effective to the de- 
gree it is experienced as not really violent - even pleasurable and enjoyable - 
which is the case for most gamers. 



Video game research in Canada 

In Canada research on anti-social and aggressive implications of the emerging 
video game industry is far outweighed by the massive promotional investment 
justifying the next generation of multimedia, and research facilitating their in- 
corporation into schools (CANARIE project). The Canadian government prides 
itself on wiring children into the digital future, and on cooperating with private 
media corporations to link classrooms through the Internet, although evidence 
of educational benefits and efficiencies from such investment is scarce. So al- 
though projects supporting the use of interactive media in schools are plentiful 
in Canada, there is remarkably little research into the negative implications of 
video games. 

In a recent review of the extant literature Canadian psychiatrist Craig Ernes 
(1997) examines the thirteen outstanding US studies concluding that aggressive 
behavior may result from playing video games among younger children. As he 
notes, the evidence confirms that, like TV, video game research reveals that a 
majority of these studies showed that especially young children become more 
aggressive after either playing or watching violent video games. Yet, as he goes 
on to point out, like the TV violence literature, there are contradictory finds and 
the reliability and validity of the procedures used to measure aggression levels 
are questionable. And research into the long-term effects of video game play- 
ing is lacking. 

Given the limited data, Ernes believes that video games have some adverse 
effects based on the scientific weight of evidence: 1) the physiologic response 
of playing video games is similar to mild intensity exercise but not aerobic for 
fitness; 2) issues of seizures in susceptible children; 3) many children do be- 
come aggressive after playing but not consistently so. But at the same time he 
finds that studies concerning the generalizability of these effects are question- 
able. Ernes also feels there is no support for arguments concerning psychopa- 
thology associated with video game play, or clear causal relationship to aca- 
demic performance. But there is some indication, he finds, that video games 
may be also valuable learning tools and useful for job training and manage- 
ment of mental illness. Like most other reviewers of this very limited literature, 
Ernes calls for more and better research, particularly on the long-term effects of 
heavy video game play. 
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Arcade play 

Since the arcade craze of the late 1970’s and early 1980’s, public concern about 
what excessive video game play did to children has from time to time piqued 
the public interest (Brody, 1992). Braun and Giroux (1989) were among the 
early researchers to explore interactive media naturalistically, observing young 
people’s play in eighteen Montreal arcades to assess the social issues presented 
by interactive media. They note, given the growth of the industry, that parents, 
school teachers, school administrators and legislators are confronted with the 
challenge of making well-informed decisions regarding whether, or the extent 
to which, youngsters will be allowed access to video games, and also regarding 
control of the video game industry. They lay out the arguments both for and 
against video gaming, pointing out that the proponents argue that video games 
are rich in tasks that demand perceptual, motor and cognitive skills which 
imply psychological enrichment and skilling from playing. They also point out 
that the critics claim: potential addictiveness of video games; the preponder- 
ance of male players; the potential isolation of this play form; the promotion of 
competitive values; as well as the ‘antisocial and aggressive content’ of the 
games. 

In an observational “proxemic” study of arcade play they find strong evi- 
dence 1) that the most played games are dynamic and intensely engaging; 2) 
that players and themes are disproportionately male; 3) that players are mostly 
solitary; 4) that games are never cooperative and mostly sequentially competi- 
tive; and 5) that 80 percent of the game play is with violent and aggressive 
themes (war 35%, sport 20%, adventure 15%, crime 10%). 

On observing players in the eighteen arcades they conclude that video 
game play is a social occasion or point of congregation for adolescents and 
“there is reason to believe that skill acquisition and generalization, which have 
been demonstrated to occur on a small scale, may underestimate the benefits of 
video game play” (Braun & Giroux, 1989: 101). But they note that their data 
also warns that “we, the public, should be critical of arcade video games and 
attempt to exert some control on children’s access to these games and on the 
video game industry”. Their study supports the arguments that “reinforcement 
theory has been applied to the letter by video game designers” and that the 
“reinforcement parameters” of video games “represent the perfect paradigm for 
induction of ‘addictive’ behavior”; “there does not seem to be a safe arcade 
video game in this respect, at least not among the most popular ones” (ibid.: 
103). They go on to comment that ”it seems unfortunate, however, that micro- 
computers have not been used more to promote pro-social or cooperative 
behavior among youth” and this might especially encourage more female play- 
ers. Moreover “the extreme saturation of arcade video games by violent content 
is to be deplored”. They conclude that “more public concern about and aware- 
ness of, the video arcade phenomenon might also in turn influence legislators 
and decision makers in and around the industry to intervene in favor of im- 
proving the quality of life of youth, with regard to video arcades” (ibid.: 104). 
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Video game play and gambling 

Gupta and Deverensky (1996), noting the high incidence of gambling among 
school children, argue that video games and gambling activities have similar 
attractive features and intermittent reinforcement schedules which may lead to 
a relationship between them. Since gambling has been associated with “crimi- 
nal involvement, delinquency, truancy and poor academic achievement” it was 
important to understand this relationship. “Like gambling, video games are 
reinforcing because they sharpen the contingencies of winning and losing”, 
they argue. Video games and games of chance share several properties: “Both 
are exciting, contain elements of randomness and operate on schedules of 
intermittent reinforcement.” They argue that “if the compulsive behaviors of 
gamblers and video game players are the result of similar mechanisms of rein- 
forcement, then one might hypothesize that sophisticated video game players 
will transfer their relentless effort to exert control in a video game over to a 
gambling situation” (Gupta & Deverensky, 1996: 380). 

Their study had 104 children aged 9-14 fill out a questionnaire, exploring 
issues related to video game playing and gambling behavior, respectively; sub- 
sequently they observed the youths as they played a computerized blackjack 
game. Surprisingly, 70 percent of the sample had gambled, and 53 percent 
gamble at least once a week. Frequent video game players are more likely to 
see themselves as skillful, go to arcades, and gamble more - but males dispro- 
portionately so. 55 percent of female video game players also gamble once a 
week, compared to 10 percent of the infrequent video game players. Motivations 
for gambling are also largely the same as for gaming, such as enjoyment, excite- 
ment and pass time. It turned out that males report more excitement than fe- 
males. Moreover, gamblers find video games more exciting than non-gamblers. 
And frequent video game players wagered more money in the blackjack game, 
although there was no difference in their gross winnings. Males also exhibited 
greater risk taking tendencies on the blackjack task than females. 

The findings generally suggest that frequent video game players gamble 
more, report that gambling makes them feel more important, and take greater 
risks on the blackjack gambling task than infrequent video game players, al- 
though no overall differences in success were found. However, Gupta and 
Deverensky state that although the relationship between video gaming and 
gambling is significant, it still remains unclear whether experience with video 
games leads one to gamble, or whether both activities attract the same children, 
due to their shared properties. They go on to note that it is plausible that the 
widespread gambling behavior noted in Canadian youth is related to the rise of 
video game arcades. 

Gupta and Deverensky base their conclusions on the similarities between 
the reward structures of video gaming and gambling: “Sporadic reinforcement 
schedules, excitement while playing, and an atmosphere of risk are important 
aspects of video gaming as they are of gambling and other addictions.” They 
also note that although the majority of the youths see video games as more skill 
driven than luck driven, many (especially gamers) also see gambling as requir- 
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ing skill (56%). Playing video games involves a progression through induction 
of rules and skilling of coordination, such that “child establishes a sense of 
mastery as randomness turns into order” (ibid.: 380); “games lead to continually 
and sometimes compulsively attempt to improve one’s performance” (ibid.: 
379). It is possible therefore that, as in video games, a “false belief in control” 
leads the youthful gambler mistakenly “to establish a sense of master while 
playing” the blackjack game. For high video game players, “their tendency to 
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uld be viewed as an indication of a false sense of security and 
confidence that they are exerting control over the gambling situation. This 
illusion of control suggests that the players’ cognitions may be driven by the 
intermittent schedule of reinforcement in the game similar to those found in 
video games. ... they believe that reinforcement has something to do with their 
ability to control outcomes. .. It appears as though they get so caught up on the 
excitement of the game (physiological arousal) that their ability to think ration- 
ally is lost” (ibid.: 380). 



A new generation of video games... 

Kline (1996) has noted researchers must understand the tremendous growth 
and sophistication of design within the video game industry. Early studies of 
video game ‘effects’ involving Pac Man, Space Invaders and even racing games 
are so primitive that few researchers now consider them relevant to today’s 
much more realistic, more dynamic and much more ‘violent’ games. As Herz 
(1997) also notes, games like Street Fighter and Mortal Kombat are generations 
away from those designed in the 1980’s. They have catapulted from total ab- 
straction to full frontal gore and realism. Games like Syphon Filter (a recent top 
10 selling game for the Playstation) captures the essence: 

The action unfolds with heated non-stop gunfire... a conspiracy that deepens 
as the bodycount rises. Plunge into this suspenseful thriller where enemies are 
taken on in a hail of bullets or taken out with a stealthy click of the silencer’s 
trigger. 

Kline (1997) argued a new generation of video games has emerged as game 
designers learned to target their primary audience of male aficionados with 
more intensely engaging game experiences. From interviews with game de- 
signers he notices how they focused on producing games with good graphics, 
lots of action, and play control that increased immersion and intensity of the 
play experience. The new action adventure meta-genre often combines ele- 
ments of conflict, including combat, with other forms of competition and prob- 
lem solving. For example, racing and sports games that involve fighting scenes 
C Road Rage, NHL Hockey ), or Role Play Games that include shooting, combat 
and war (Age of Empires, Golden Eye), or action adventure meta-genre which 
can blend several aspects of game play (strategy, fighting, mastery, etc.), all 
have become the leading sellers for both home computers and console games 
in North America. Games like Golden Eye in which the player gets to be James 
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Bond in the movie also has ensured realism so that where you shoot the ap- 
proaching enemy soldiers (knee or shoulder) they die differently. And it is the 
specter of the evolving game systems and emerging game genres that use first 
person point of view to situate an imaginary player within a simulated brutal 
environment, that has drawn the attention of US senators and regulators. 

... provides a dramatic focus of excitement 

Noting the historical shift of popular arcade games to the home systems taking 
place in the early 1990’s with the successful promotion of Nintendo and Sega 
16 bit systems, de Waal (1995) states that “within the technological cycle of 
obsolescence and new technology there remains a continuous stream of devel- 
opment. The primary male audience and the violent games they enjoy are con- 
tinually developed, moving from one video game platform to another” (de 
Waal, 1995: 95). De Waal predicts that games will continue to become more 
violent: “The violent characteristic of video games is likely to remain due to 
structural industry constraints. New game platforms are in development to cre- 
ate even more realistic three-dimensional fighting games patterned on the con- 
cept of the Mortal Kombat type game. The industry has found a solid money- 
generating machine in the fighting game. As my study demonstrated, these 
violent games provide a dramatic focus of excitement for the player” (ibid.: 
118). 

De Waal undertook a study of the physiological responses of 28 players 
while playing a violent game (Mortal Kombat) and an adventure game (Bubsy), 
using the ICARUS© system to simultaneously monitor blood flow (BF), heart 
rate (HR), eye muscle tension (EMG), and galvanic skin responses (GSR) of two 
youths alternating between playing and watching each game in sessions of up 
to 10 minutes. Through a video record of the sessions, de Waal was able to 
monitor social interaction between them, as well as construct a time-based 
record of game events (kills, mistakes, etc.). He also pre-interviewed his sub- 
jects, asking them about their play histories and play preferences, as well as 
questioning them about their play experiences after the sessions. The factorial 
design allowed de Waal to compare violent and non-violent play experiences, 
and different subjects playing and watching the same game. 

This study demonstrates potentially different physiological response to video 
games between male and female subjects whose heart rate readings were con- 
sistently and significantly higher than those of their male counterparts - but 
differed between playing and watching only for the violent game (Table 1). 
Heart rate measures provided the clearest evidence that playing was more ex- 
citing than watching for all male subjects across games, and that playing and 
watching violent games is more arousing than playing and watching adventure 
games. Moreover males were relatively less excited by the violent games than 
females. The GSR readings only reflected a gender difference when playing 
Mortal Kombat. 
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Table 1. Heart rate while playing and watching the video games Mortal 
Kombat and Bubsy, respectively, by gender 







Playing video games 


Watching video games 


Boys 


Mortal Kombat 


121 


87.5 




Bubsy 


102 


90 


Girls 


Mortal Kombat 


157 


135 




Bubsy 


120 


118 


Total 


Mortal Kombat 


126 


93 




Bubsy 


105 


94 



Source: de Waal, 1995. 



De Waal states that the study clearly shows that video game players are experi- 
encing significantly different levels of excitement and arousal between playing 
and watching conditions. This would suggest that the content of the video 
game is secondary to the interactivity. However, players’ reactions to the two 
different games were almost identical when watching, yet quite different when 
playing, so one is forced to re-examine the role of content in interactive media. 
Noting his subjects expressed a general excitement and desire to play with 
friends whenever possible, de Waal suggests the next research step would be 
to compare the physiological reaction of solitary play to multi-player play. He 
goes on to note that kills were rarely mentioned as motivational: Score was not 
a motivating factor to play. Players expressed advancing in levels, solving prob- 
lems and life left as the primary forms of gauging their progress through a 
game. These factors, not kill score, provided motivation and desire to continue 
playing. Once a player passes all the levels of a game, their interest and motiva- 
tion to play disappears or is sharply reduced unless a game that can produce 
the same emotional intensity is discovered. The de Waal study then indicates 
that both the symbolic structure of conflict and the challenge of violent games 
are crucial to the pleasure of the play experience. 

Interestingly, those who played violent games more frequently and liked 
them more, were relatively less aroused when playing the violent video game 
Mortal Kombat. Interviews also revealed that the same intensity that makes the 
gamer want more violent games, can also be experienced as frustrating and 
overwhelming by female players or those less skilled or habituated to such 
intense experiences. The girls seemed to have more trouble experiencing the 
intense emotional fighting games as pleasurable especially, possibly because 
they were less habituated to the excitement and possibly because they were 
less good at them. Overall, however, the implications of this finding are conso- 
nant with an emotional desensitization effect and also suggest that there is 
greater need to understand why heavy gamers play them and how they experi- 
ence the various representations of conflict and fighting. 

Kline (1997) notes that interactivity has also enabled game designers to 
‘narrativize’ the conflict situation and context with more complex and vivid 
lifelike graphics, more complete character backstories, and by adding elements 
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of voice and character construction from Role Play Games. The implications of 
this new narrativity make game play less like solving puzzles and more like a 
participatory experience in a conflict situation. Video games are not just about 
representation of conflict as much as about experiencing it. Immersion defines 
the paradoxical quality of gaming experience in which realism is heightened by 
disbelief - a perception which Herz (1997) argues arises from a kind of social 
contract in which as a player “you have accepted the designers values and 
assumptions, at least for the duration of the game. ... Once you’re in the game, 
you’ve agreed to let someone else define the parameters” (Herz, 1997: 223). 
Kline notes that the latest generation of games have seen new qualities of 
immersion which arise from designs that allow players the illusion of reality 
through navigation, choice of characters, settings and point of view, all of which 
strengthen role-taking and identification. 

Video games in the lives of Canadian youth 

The general ascendance of video game media has not therefore been widely 
acknowledged or studied in Canada either, compared with that on television 
violence and the V-chip. In spite of the continuing Canadian debate about 
violence in media, only a very few researchers have investigated domestic and 
arcade play at all. This is surprising, given the extensive exposure of Canadian 
children to this medium. With 80 percent of households with children having 
some sort of game system for console or computer (40% of Canadian house- 
holds have computers, 20% access to the Internet), the video game appears to 
be by far the more important communication medium, rivaling television in its 
acceptance into children’s lives. More importantly, as home use of computer 
studies show, gaming is a significant use of computers, especially among young 
males 10 and over (MediaMetrix, 2000). Rather than booking hotel rooms, do- 
ing homework, or reading news, this wired generation of Canadian young 
males, just like their US counterparts, prefer playing Doom and Quake online or 
off. 

Kline (1997) argues therefore, that the heavy promotion of digital technolo- 
gies, the web, and computers have lead many parents to see all interactive 
media as educational or benign. He concludes that, in the light of promotional 
publicity surrounding computers, it is not surprising that many parents adopt 
an uncritical attitude towards video game play which they see as emphasizing 
computer literacy. Less than 25 percent of the teens had experienced restric-' 
tions from their families with regard to video games, whereas 43 percent had 
television restrictions. Most of those restrictions were concerned with home- 
work, or the lateness and duration of the play, rather than the content of the 
games, and heavy players were no more likely to experience censorship than 
light players. Kline notes that like US and Australian parents (Sneed & Runco, 
1992; Cupitt & Stockbridge, 1996) Canadians do not monitor their children’s 
video game play and generally think that computers are good for children. 
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Kline (1996) has recently documented the growing role that action packed 
video games play in young people’s lives which he thinks constitutes an impor- 
tant new sub-culture of youth. Based on his survey of 650 students aged 11-18, 
he found that 93 percent of his sample had played video games. Of these 
slightly more than half were light players, whereas about one fourth were mod- 
erate players and nearly one fourth heavy players. The heavy players were 
disproportionately male; 32 percent of males and 8 percent of females were 
‘gamers’ playing 1 hour per day or more. Light and moderate players said that 
they had few friends who played video games, while heavy players were split: 
49 percent said they played games with lots or most of their friends and 51 
percent were playing with few of their friends. There were also striking differ- 
ences in the leisure preferences and solitary activities of the players (Table 2). 



Table 2. Rank order of favorite solitary activities, by player (%) 



Light piayers 




Moderate piayers 




Heavy players 




Listening to music 


30 


Watching TV 


22 


Video games 


41 


Outdoor activities 


27 


Video games 


23 


Watching TV 


25 


Watching TV 


25 


Listening to music 


21 


Listening to music 


15 


Video games 


8 


Outdoor activities 


17 


Outdoor activities 


13 


Reading 


8 


Reading 


9 


Reading 


3 


n = 


322 




141 




131 



The male gamers (i.e., heavy players) were especially electronic in their enter- 
tainment preferences, watching an average of 20 hours of television a week, 
almost double the amount that moderate and light players watched. Keeping in 
mind that heavy players were those that spent at least 7 hours a week playing 
games, the combined activities of television and video game play took up nearly 
30 hours per week, if not more. For these individuals, viewership and gaming 
complemented each other and, most likely, occupied the majority of their lei- 
sure time. It was also the case that the male heavy players preferred the cartoon 
genre on TV, suggesting a graphic link that was important. Kline (1997) specu- 
lates that what seems to differentiate the gamer is the absence of friends and 
alternative leisure opportunities; heavy players resort to solitary media for dis- 
traction and entertainment. The evidence is rather limited on this point but, 
clearly, video games are an activity, which, like watching TV and videos, is 
something kids prefer to do when they have no other more social options. 
Family and sibling play is infrequent, mostly involving play with brothers, and 
is more frequent in the occasional player groups. Solitary video game play is 
especially attractive to the younger high school age males who are most inter- 
ested in the great graphics, cool characters and exciting distractions this me- 
dium provides. Their favorite games are the ones that most create the com- 
bined experience of action, fantasy and simulation. A good game must have 
most of these attributes, although the heaviest players privileged action, fight- 
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ing and cool themes. Older males often report a decrease in both their fascina- 
tion with video games and time spent in video game play, as other social activi- 
ties outside the home begin to attract them more. 

Although most children rate video games positively, gamers find this form 
of play extremely pleasurable and involving. They said that playing video games 
was exciting (98% of heavy players), interesting (96%), pleasant (92%) and 
involving (90%). 60 percent of the heavy players characterized gaming as very 
pleasurable and very exciting compared to 30 percent of light players and 40 
percent of moderate players. Heavy players also found game play to be less 
frustrating than light players but tended to rate their own ability as higher. 

The survey also revealed that certain aspects of video games were more 
important for heavy players than for light players. For instance, gamers were 
significantly more likely to say that a good game had to have good characters, 
lots of excitement, good weapons, be challenging, responsive, and provide lots 
of action. These features were all less important to other teens. However, also 
for females the importance of weapons was found to be dependant on how 
much they played (74% of female gamers said that good weapons were impor- 
tant for a game to be fun compared to 54% of female light players). When 
gamers rated eight given genre categories it was clear that male gamers rated 
the fighting and/or combat genre most enthusiastically (6l% vs. 35% of female 
gamers), followed by racing (60% vs. 42%) and action (60% vs. 35%). On the 
other hand, female heavy players (71%) expressed a strong preference for ac- 
tion games compared to female light players (49%). 

The intensity, repetitiveness and immersion in the game’s play distinguish 
the heavy player’s experience from the more moderate play of the majority. 
One participant said that he “could play video games for hours and not notice” 
the passage of time (Kline, 1997). Flow experience is not only valued by gamers, 
but reflects a dependency behavior that the kids themselves call ‘addictive’ 
because it indicates a loss of subjective control and a distortion in the sense of 
time (Kubey, 1996). Indeed, over 80 percent of the young people in the survey 
felt that video games can be described as compelling or like an addiction, and 
over 50 percent agreed that there could be harmful effects of playing them too 
much. Moreover, the survey revealed that heavy players were more likely to 
report that they sometimes displaced homework and chores than light players 
were. In particular, heavy players were more likely to put off doing homework 
and chores (37%) and family activities (18%) than leisure activities (13%) or 
spending time with their friends (10%) (Table 3). 

As regards perceptions of addiction, more than one third of heavy players 
(37%) agreed with the statement that “some kids played games too much”, a 
further 27 percent felt that “some kids played them obsessively”, and 19 percent 
believed that many were “totally dependent on their video game fix”. 10 per- 
cent of heavy players said that games were not addictive. Heavy players were 
more likely to say that games were not addictive compared to light players. 
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Table 3. Activities that young people missed out on to play, by player (%) 



Activities displaced 


Total 


Light players 


Moderate players 


Heavy players 


Homework or household chores** 


21 


15 


22 


37 


Family activities** 


8 


7 


7 


18 


Leisure activities** 


7 


6 


7 


13 


Friends** 


5 


3 


5 


10 


n = 


611 


310 


137 


128 



Note : ** = p<0.01 (the chance that the difference is not significant is 1 out of 100). 



When asked to comment on the effects of violent games, only 15 percent of all 
young people felt that video games had no bad influence. 24 percent felt that 
the negative influence was confined to vulnerable kids, 33 percent felt the 
influence was not that serious, and 25 percent thought the negative influence 
was both significant and widespread. Most strikingly, 20 percent of heavy play- 
ers felt that violent games had no bad influence at all, compared to 12 percent 
of light players. 

Teens generally agreed on those aspects that make games violent; regard- 
less of how much they played they saw above all incidents of sexual assault, 
gore, weapons and shooting, as well as punching and kicking, as making for 
violence. If desensitization is revealed through the willingness to use the word 
‘violence’ to characterize aggressive acts, then the result might reflect the changing 
meaning of the term violence as it applies to representational acts. Heavy play- 
ers found rape, gore, verbal abuse, military content, and kidnapping as less 
‘violent’ (Table 4). 



Table 4. Characteristics that make a game violent, by player (%) 



Characteristic of violent game 


Total 


Light players 


Moderate players 


Heavy players 


Sexual assault** 


85 


93 


79 


78 


Gore (blood and guts) 


83 


85 


81 


79 


Weapons and shooting 


65 


65 


70 


64 


Punching and kicking 


57 


59 


54 


58 


Verbal abuse* 


53 


59 


51 


50 


Realistic graphics and sound 


53 


51 


60 


53 


Military setting 


46 


49 


45 


40 


Any aggressive action where 
characters contact and get hurt 


40 


42 


34 


40 


Kidnapping** 


33 


42 


30 


25 


n = 


611 


312 


134 


126 



Note: * = p<0.05, ** = p<0.01 (the chance that the difference is not significant is 5 out of 100, and 1 out of 100, respectively). 
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Gender differences for sexual assault, kidnapping and verbal abuse accounted 
for much of the significant differences in the ratings of violence between heavy 
and light gamers. Female light players (91%) were more likely than female 
heavy players (79%) to say that the occurrence of sexual assault made a game 
violent. 



Conclusion 

In North America, the video game has arrived as the adolescence witch-hunt of 
the next century. So rather than television, the moral panic of today is focusing 
on violent video games and their potential harmful influences on aggression 
and desensitization. As children’s culture commentator Henry Jenkins (1999) 
stated: ’’When the Littleton shootings occurred calls from the media increased 
dramatically. Suddenly, we are finding ourselves in a national witch-hunt to 
determine which form of popular culture is to blame for the mass murders, and 
video games seemed like a better candidate than most.” 

The moral panic has also spread to Canada. In a recent case where five 
teens were accused of brutally murdering an 81 year-old woman in her home, 
the press reported statements by the town mayor who claimed: “Young people 
play Nintendo with scenes of violence and flowing blood” (Peritz, 1999). The 
article also cites: “A group of local teenaged boys who hung around with one 
of those charged said the boy in recent months became increasingly with- 
drawn, spending hours playing video games or surfing the Net on his home 
computer. ‘He used to get into crazy Web sites - murder, pedophilia, there were 
no exceptions’, said one boy in a baseball cap and cargo pants. It’s like there 
were fantasies at work.” Jenkins rebuffs this hysteria as a moral panic and in his 
1999 statement to Senate committee argues: “We are afraid of our children. We 
are afraid of their reactions to digital media. And we suddenly can’t avoid 
either.” In recent series of interviews with parents, however, we have found 
that there is growing tension in the family and growing uncertainty about the 
role that video gaming (on PCs, the Net, or game consoles) plays in children’s 
lives. 

Yet unlike television and films, where violence and cultural content have 
been categorized and regulated by the CRTC (Canadian Radio-Telecommunica- 
tions Commission), video games and the Internet have been treated as a differ- 
ent kind of medium, more like telecommunications. There are no restrictions 
on video games beyond the criminal code. Like the Internet, video gaming is 
emerging as a self-regulated global media industry, largely because that is how 
the Americans have viewed it. In the digital global marketplace Americans make 
world policy. Although Canada has been a leading advocate in television regu- 
lation of ‘gratuitous violence’ on TV, this has not extended to video gaming 
industry. The classification standards most widely used are those of the ESRB’s 
(Electronic Standards Review Board) self-regulation categories, created when 
the US gaming industry was threatened by a Senate investigation. Indeed, in a 
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1994 decision the CRTC allowed cable companies to distribute Sega video games 
(many of them violent and thus violating the 9 o’clock watershed) over the 
protests of advocacy groups, and recently CRTC decided not to regulate the 
Internet - indications that the potentially harmful consequences of video games 
are of decreasing importance on Canada’s public policy agenda. 

As this review of the literature revealed, there is in Canada very little reli- 
able public data on the distribution of video games, on their use or the reasons 
why children choose to play them, let alone their implications and effects. As 
mentioned, what I discovered as I set out to take stock of this evidence is that 
on a global basis there are almost as many reviews of the literature on violence 
and video games as there are actual studies. Cultural critic Stone (1995) at- 
tributes this oversight to the feeling on the part of many academics that compu- 
ter games are inherently educational, or, instead, are an entertainment medium 
beneath serious contemplation. Additionally, the promotional hype enveloping 
the Internet and computer literacy seems to have produced a naive faith among 
many Canadians that interactive media are empowering youth for the ‘digital 
era’. Yet the evidence is already available, that like television and films, this 
interactive entertainment industry may require guidelines for the sale and mar- 
keting of gratuitously violent entertainment to children and young people. Al- 
though the bleating call for more research is all too familiar, it is time someone 
sounded the fire alarms. 
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Japan is now leading the world in the video game industry. In the 1990’s, Japan 
experienced a severe recession, and consequently many industries have de- 
clined. Only the video game and animation industries have the highest level of 
international competitiveness even now. 

Japanese video game companies are quite strong, and video games have 
been very popular among Japanese people since the mid-1980’s. Thus, the 
Japanese have long been interested in the effects of video game use, and actu- 
ally many arguments concerning this issue have often been found in the Japa- 
nese press. Some empirical studies, though not many, have also been con- 
ducted on the issue. Since Japanese researchers only infrequently write their 
papers in English, it seems that the Japanese debate and empirical studies on 
the effects of video games are relatively unknown outside Japan. It would, 
therefore, be meaningful to introduce this work to an international readership. 

Thus, in the present article, Japanese debate and studies are described. 
First, however, the current situation as regards the popularity of video games 
and children’s use of the games in Japan is described. 



The popularity of video games 

Home video games began to be popular in Japan in 1983 when Nintendo Co., 
Ltd. introduced a video game machine called Family Computer or Famicom on 
to the market (Family Computer was often called “Nintendo” outside Japan). 
Prior to this, people could not play video games unless they went to a game 
arcade or a coffee house where machines were available or unless they wrote 
their own game programs on a computer. Family Computer made it much easier 
to enjoy video games. 

Even when they began to sell Family Computer, the staff at Nintendo did 
not predict that it would become so popular (Kurihara, 1993). However, the 
number of sold machines dramatically increased, and with the appearance of 
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an action game named Super Mario Brothers in 1985, Family Computer became 
remarkably popular. At this time, many children came home as soon as their 
classes in school were over, because they wanted to play video games as early 
as possible. This was called the “Express Return”, and drew people’s attention. 
Video games became the most-wanted toys among boys, and in 1986, 3.9 mil- 
lion machines were sold in Japan (cf. Dentsu Institute for Human Studies, 1998). 
At about this time, half of the children possessed video game machines, and it 
was said that Family Computer had become a full-fledged member of the family 
(Kurihara, 1993). 

Subsequently, the number of sold machines temporarily decreased, but 
video games quickly recovered their popularity, and children’s enthusiasm 
reached its peak in 1988 when a role-playing game named Dragon Quest III 
appeared (also called Dragon Wamor III outside Japan). When this game came 
on to the market, many children queued outside shops all night long waiting 
for them to open. In addition, some children who could not buy the game 
threatened those who did with violence and robbed them of the game. This 
was called the “Dorakue Affair” in Japan, and Japanese journalists enthusiasti- 
cally reported it (Dorakue is an abbreviation of Dragon Quest pronounced in 
Japanese). ~ 

After 1987, in addition to Family Computer, many video game machines 
appeared, for example, PC Engine, Mega Drive, Game Boy, Super Famicon, 
Sega Saturn, Nintendo 64, Play Station, and Sega Dreamcast. Video game ma- 
chines attained variety and sophistication, and more firmly attracted children. 
Since 1988, the number of sold machines has greatly increased, and in 1992, the 
interests of Nintendo Co., Ltd. surpassed those of Toyota Motor Co., a repre- 
sentative Japanese automobile company (Yomiuri Shimbum, 1999, August 11). 
In 1996, over twelve million machines were sold only in Japan (cf. Dentsu 
Institute for Human Studies, 1998). This number is about one-tenth of the total 
Japanese population. At present, the Japanese video game industry sells over 
ten million machines and about one hundred million copies of software per 
year only in domestic markets. The total market sizes are now about two hun- 
dred billion yen (two billion US dollars) for machines and over five hundred 
billion yen (five billion US dollars) for software. About 90 percent of Japanese 
elementary school children possess video game machines for their own exclu- 
sive use (cf. Dentsu Institute for Human Studies, 1998). 



Children's use of video games 

With the increasing number of sold machines in Japan, children’s use of video 
games also increased. 

NHK Broadcasting Culture Research Institute has often conducted survey 
research on children’s play. Elementary school students were asked, “what they 
often played” in 1984, 1989, and 1994 (Janamoto, 1985, 1990, 1995). The sample 
size was about 1,500 at each occasion. Mori (1997) summarized these results 
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(Table 1). As is seen in the table, video games did not take a high rank in 1984. 
However, in 1989, they ranked second for boys. As for girls, they still did not 
rank high in 1989, but they ranked second in 1994. While the. rank for boys did 
not change for the period 1989 to 1994, the percentage often playing video 
games increased. The proportions for 1989 and 1994 were 34 and 42 percent, 
respectively. 



Table 1. What elementary school students often play (% of students) 



Ranks 


1984 


1989 


1994 


Boys I s1 


Baseball 55 


Baseball 49 


Football 59 


2nd 


Football 43 


Video games 34 


Video games 42 


3 rd 


Dodge ball 27 


Football 28 


Baseball 25 


4 «i 


Tag, hide-and-seek 21 


Dodge ball 24 


Basketball 1 9 


5 th 


Playing with a ball 14 


Tag, hide-and-seek 20 


Tag, hide-and-seek 15 
Dodge ball 15 


Girls I s1 


Tag, hide-and-seek 31 


Tag, hide-and-seek 30 


Tag, hide-and-seek 23 


2nd 


Dodge ball 26 


Dodge ball 17 


Video games 18 


3rd 


Elastic cord jumping 14 


Cards 14 


Books and comics 17 


4th 


Chatting 14 


Books and comics 1 1 


Talking with friends 15 


5 th 


Swings, slides, playing with 
sand 13 


Talking with friends 10 


Dodge ball 13 



NHK Broadcasting Culture Research Institute has also conducted other survey 
research (Shiraishi, 1998). Elementary school children ranging from third to 
sixth grade (from 8 to 12 years of age) were asked, “how long they played a 
video game” in 1987 and 1997. The sample size was about 1,500 at each occa- 
sion. The children were provided five alternatives, that is, “I always play it”, “I 
sometimes play it”, “I do not often play it”, “I do not play it at all”, and “I do not 
know of it”. In 1987, 58 percent of children answered “always” or “sometimes”, 
while 77 percent answered so in 1997. Thus, the proportion increased by al- 
most 20 percent. In particular, the increase is remarkable for girls. The propor- 
tions for girls in 1987 and 1997 were 40 and 64 percent, respectively. As for 
boys, they were 75 and 89 percent. In addition, the children in this survey were 
asked, “what they played before dinner”. As is shown in Table 2, a dramatic 
increase is found for video games. The proportion playing video games before 
dinner grew by 25 percent, but no other activities showed a great increase. On 
the other hand, decreases are found for outdoor activities, such as playing with 
balls and riding bicycles. 
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Table 2. What elementary school students play (or do) before dinner (% of 
students) 



1 987 1997 Change 



Watch television 


55 


59 


+4 


Play video games 


25 


50 


+25 


Read comics, books, magazines for hobbies 


35 


33 


-2 


Play balls, such as baseball and football 


31 


20 


-11 


Chat 


18 


17 


-1 


Play games such as cards, toys 


14 


12 


-2 


Ride bicycles 


20 


11 


-9 


Listen to records, tapes, CDs 


6 


9 


+3 


Play tag 


7 


7 


0 


Do rope jumping, elastic cord jumping 


8 


4 


-4 


Swing, slide 


4 


3 


-1 



It should be noted that the Dorakue Affair occurred in 1988, and children’s 
enthusiasm for video games was already regarded as a serious problem at that 
time. As is suggested from the data mentioned above, children’s current use of 
video games is probably greater than in 1988. Therefore, the current situation 
should be regarded as more serious. 

Thus, children’s use of video games has increased, and the games are now 
very important in their daily lives. In particular, the recent increase for girls was 
remarkable. Nowadays, as concerns male elementary school students, 59 per- 
cent play a video game for over one hour per day on weekdays and 23 percent 
for over two hours. As for female students, 20 and 6 percent spend over one 
and two hours, respectively (Shiraishi, 1998). 
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Arguments for the harmfulness of video games 

In recent years in Japan, children’s social problems - such as violence, bullying, 
schoolphobia, drugs, and prostitution - have become still more serious, and 
therefore, their causes and methods for coping with them are often discussed. 
Considered as possible causes are children’s frustration due to the so-called 
“controlled school” and “entrance examination war” and the lack of teaching 
by parents and people in the immediate community. The harmful effects of 
media, especially video games, are also fervently regarded as one of the causes. 
For example, in February 1998, the following passage was found in Asahi 
Shimbum, a representative Japanese newspaper selling eight million copies 
daily: 



A male teacher living in the Tohoku district says that the brutal crimes of 
secondary and high school students are caused by video games. “Everyone 
says they were quiet and gentle. It is natural. They have avoided keeping 
company with others, and have murdered others only in their own world every 
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night. Imagine what happens to children who have been living under such 

circumstances for ten years.” ( Asahi Shimbun, 1998, February 2) 

This teacher argued that video games are seriously harmful in that they cause 
violence, but video games are also argued to generate various other problems 
in children. For example, worsening eyesight and epileptic fits are typical of the 
physical problems, and social maladjustment - such as withdrawal and lack of 
interpersonal skills - as well as declining academic achievement are ty epical of 
the psychological problems. In some cases, such complexes of problems are 
considered in arguments for the harmfulness of video games, and a particular 
problem such as violence is considered in other cases. Recently, because of the 
violent crimes children have committed from 1997 to 1998, violence has been 
stressed as a serious deleterious effect. 

The rationale behind the arguments 

The arguments for the harmfulness of video games contain an underlying plau- 
sible logic explaining why video games can generate each problem. For exam- 
ple, as to violence, Sakamoto (1999a) summarized the rationale behind the 
arguments, and presented three characteristics of video games that were likely 
to promote children’s violence. 

First, in video games, players’ own violence is rewarded. When the players 
conquer the enemy, they can obtain a variety of rewards such as high scores, 
new stories, and impressive images and music. Many empirical studies have 
been conducted on the effects of violent scenes on television, and their harm- 
fulness has often been shown. These researchers believe that the harmful ef- 
fects of violent scenes on television derive partly from the fact that violence is 
often rewarded, teaching viewers that violence is an acceptable means. For 
example, television programs for children in which heroes beat the enemy are 
typical. These heroes are respected and loved by everyone. The researchers 
believe that this reward pattern makes children regard violence as an accept- 
able means and consequently even behave violently themselves. However, on 
television, the violence of others, such as heroes, is rewarded (this is called 
“indirect reinforcement”). In video games, on the other hand, players’ own 
violence is rewarded (this is called “direct reinforcement”). Since a reward for 
one’s own behavior is more pleasant than that for others’ behavior, the accept- 
ability of violent behavior should be learned more effectively through video 
games than through television. 

Second, in video games, players are accustomed to displaying violence. 
When people feel anger toward someone in real life, they never show violence 
if it is not an available behavioral option. When they are accustomed to it in 
video games, it might become an option. If so, they should more often show 
violence in real-life contexts when angry. Thus, it is possible that video games 
are the instruments with which people learn that violence is an available op- 
tion. 
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Third, the setting of virtual reality provided by video games is similar to real 
life. It is therefore possible that the learned advantages and availability of vio- 
lence in video games are transferred to the context of everyday life, causing 
people to use violence toward others. Nowadays, a phrase like “the ambiguity 
of borders between reality and fiction” is often found among the arguments for 
the harmfulness of video games in terms of violence. 



The influence of arguments 

The arguments concerning the harmfulness of video games have become heated 
every fifth year (Sakamoto, 1999a). 

The first peak was in 1988. As mentioned earlier, in 1983 when Nintendo 
began to sell Family Computer, people did not realize that Family Computer 
would become so important in children’s daily lives, and there was no contro- 
versy. However, as its popularity increased dramatically, some people began to 
debate the issue, and after about 1985, arguments for the harmfulness of video 
games were often presented. Children’s enthusiasm for video games reached its 
peak at the time of the Dorakue Affair in 1988. The heat of the arguments also 
reached its first peak at this point. 

The second peak was in 1993, five years after the first. In the end of 1992, 
a fourteen-year-old boy living in the United Kingdom died of an epileptic fit 
when he was playing a video game. The heat of the arguments in 1993 origi- 
nated from this affair. The affair was often reported in the Japanese press, and 
many people fervently expressed a fear that video game use could lead to not 
only an epileptic fit, but also to a variety of serious physiological and psycho- 
logical problems. 

The arguments were also heated from 1997 to 1998. This peak was spawned 
by the frequent occurrence of children’s violent crimes. For example, in May 

1997, a murder occurred in Kobe. A fourteen-year-old male secondary school 
student killed a boy in the 6th grade, cut off his head, and placed the head at 
the gate of the student’s own school for display. Before this, the student had 
already killed one girl and injured three. In addition, from January to March 

1998, acts of violence in which a knife was used were frequent. Students often 
killed and injured their classmates. On January 28, 1998, a boy in the 7th grade 
even killed his teacher with a knife. These incidents led to a sensation, and 
consequently the possible causes of children’s violent crimes were intensively 
discussed. In this discussion, the use of video games was often regarded as one 
of the causes, and therefore arguments surrounding the harmfulness of video 
games were heated. 

The arguments of 1997 to 1998 were very strong, making them influential 
in reality. In Japan, there is a large organization for the video game software 
industry called the Computer Entertainment Software Association or CESA, to 
which over a hundred companies belong. In July 1997, the organization took 
notice of the arguments, and produced a written code for the voluntary re- 
straint of harmful software. The code consisted of 25 items (for example, “You 
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may not express murder, injury, and violence or suggest a way of accomplish- 
ing them in a stimulated manner.”) and the organization decided to demand 
that companies not sell software that violated the code. CESA can give the 
companies certain punishments, such as an oral warning, a written warning, up 
to two years’ deprivation of the right to vote, recommendation of withdrawal 
from the organization, and expulsion from the organization, when they sell 
software that violates the code. Up to the present, CESA has actually judged 
that some products of software violate the code, and demanded their compa- 
nies not to sell them, unless the contents are modified. In addition, CESA has 
given an oral warning to two companies that sold unaccepted software. In 
September 1999, it was decided that software with severe violence must be 
labeled in order to inform the consumers. So far, about ten products have been 
labeled. 

The influence of the arguments is found not only in the world of the video 
game industry, but also in the fields of justice and administration. On March 18, 
1998, the Family Courts of Japan made a severe judgment on a boy in the ninth 
grade who had tried to rob a policeman of his pistol by threatening him with a 
knife. He was ordered to go to a reformatory. In making this judgment, the 
harmfulness of video games was considered. The judge’s explanation was as 
follows: “His behavior is not due to an impulse, but to his own disposition 
developed through the use of media such as video games. Therefore, intensive 
teaching and training by experts are necessary for his reformation, and it is 
appropriate that he be sent to a reformatory.” On June 30, 1998, the Central 
Council for Education of the Ministry of Education, Science and Culture pre- 
sented a document, entitled “Cultivating the sound minds of children who will 
develop a new era: A crisis of losing confidence in bringing up the next genera- 
tion.” This document was written to guide mainly parents in the education of 
children’s morality and sociality, and it was one of the Ministry’s policies for 
coping with the frequent occurrence of children’s violent crimes. In the docu- 
ment, one instruction reads: “You should avoid the endless exposure of chil- 
dren to television and video games.” 

The arguments may have become a little calmer during the past year, but it 
seems that they remain influential. As mentioned below, arguments for the 
harmfulness of video games have not received great support from empirical 
research. Therefore, the strong influence of the arguments is not caused by 
research, but rather by their plausible logic. 



Research on video games and violence 

The occurrence of brutal crimes has long been low and therefore unremarkable 
in Japan. It seems that, due to this infrequency, the Japanese have not been 
greatly interested in media violence, and consequently only a few researchers 
have been trained as experts on this issue. As mentioned earlier, arguments for 
the harmfulness of video games in terms of violence are heated in Japan, but 
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empirical research on this issue has not often been conducted. This may be due 
to a lack of expertise in media violence. 

Before 1992, no studies on video games had been conducted in Japan, and 
in addition, the findings of studies conducted in other countries such as the 
United States had not been systematically introduced. Therefore, Japanese re- 
searchers did not fully understand that previous research had not shown nega- 
tive effects of video games. Consequently, even academic researchers often 
supported the more popular arguments for such effects. Their enthusiastic com- 
ments were frequently found in the press. 

Sakamoto (1993) reviewed empirical studies that had been conducted mainly 
in the United Sates, and introduced their findings in Japan. He wrote that: (1) 
Some studies had been conducted in the United States; (2) in experimental 
studies, the short-term effects of video game use on violent behavior had been 
detected only for infants and at most preadolescents, but no such effects had 
been clearly detected beyond these ages; and (3) in survey studies, even sig- 
nificant correlations between the frequency of video game use and violent 
tendencies had not been detected, and therefore it was difficult to regard the 
two variables as being causally related. Based on these findings, Sakamoto 
(1993) concluded that there was no evidence for serious negative effects of 
video games. This article had an impact on Japanese researchers, and it has 
frequently been cited. It seems that since this article was published, at least 
academic researchers such as social psychologists have not simply supported 
the argument for the harmfulness of video games. 

However, the situation changed again recently. After the mid-1990’s, Japa- 
nese researchers began to conduct empirical studies of their own. In these 
studies, serious harmful effects of video games have sometimes been detected. 
Based on these findings and other new evidence, some researchers argue that 
it is possible that video game use has deleterious effects. 

In the following parts of the present article, empirical research conducted 
in Japan is introduced. Experimental studies are first described, and, subse- 
quently, survey studies. After this description, Sakamoto’s (1999b) recent view 
on the harmfulness of video games is introduced. This is based on the findings 
of recent studies and other new evidence. 

Most studies mentioned below were conducted by the Ochanomizu Uni- 
versity group, consisting of Akira Sakamoto and his co-researchers. Unfortu- 
nately, this is the state of Japanese research. However, the Tsukuba University 
group, consisting of Shintaro Yukawa, Tetsuhiro Miyamoto, and Toshio Yoshida, 
has recently initiated research on this issue, and it seems that other groups have 
begun to show an interest. Thus, there is hope for change in the near future. 

Experimental studies 

Most previous research conducted in the world has not examined the effects of 
video game use on violent behavior in adolescents and adults. In the research 
on adolescents and adults, violent behavior was not measured, although hostil- 
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ity and aggressive thoughts were. In the research on violent behavior, only 
infants and preadolescents have commonly been used. However, research on 
the violent behavior of adolescents and adults is perhaps most important. If 
video game use affects only their hostility and aggressive thought and does not 
affect their violent behavior, the effects cannot be regarded as serious, because 
they do not lead to actual physical harm to people. In addition, if video game 
use affects the violent behavior of infants and preadolescents, the effects can- 
not be regarded as serious, because their behavior seldom leads to brutal crimes. 

Thus, Sakamoto and his co-researchers conducted two experimental stud- 
ies to examine the effects of video game use on violent behavior in adolescents 
and adults (Sakamoto et al., 1998a; Sakamoto et al., 1999). They also tried to 
examine the moderators and mediating processes associated with such effects. 

In the first study, Sakamoto et al. (1998a) randomly assigned 52 female 
students at Ochanomizu University to one of five conditions. In these condi- 
tions subjects: (1) played a realistic game ( Virtua Cop), (2) played an unrealistic 
game (Space Invader), (3) merely watched the realistic game, (4) merely watched 
the unrealistic game, and (5) watched a neutral film ( Ann of Green Gables or A 
Symphony of Forests). After the subjects played or watched the game or film, 
they were given opportunities to subject a confederate to electrical shocks. The 
strength and length of the electrical shocks they gave were used as measures of 
their violent behavior. In addition, their blood pressures and heart rates were 
measured before and after exposure to the various media. 

Sakamoto and his co-researchers conducted the next study (Sakamoto et 
al., 1999) to validate and expand their previous findings. The procedures of the 
first study were modified in the following manner. In order to enhance the 
illusion of reality, the realistic game Virtua Cop was in the second study re- 
placed by Area 51, which has a virtual gun. In addition, a condition was added 
in which the subjects played a fist-fighting game, and a measurement of violent 
behavior was based on how long and strongly they subjected a confederate to 
white noise. Furthermore, the condition in which they merely watched a game 
was not used. Thus, the researchers used four conditions in the second study in 
which the subjects: (1) played a realistic game ( Area 51), (2) played an unreal- 
istic game ( Space Invader), (3) played a fist-fighting game ( Tekken 2), and (4) 
watched a neutral film ( Ann of Green Gables). The researchers randomly as- 
signed 41 female students at Ochanomizu University to one of these condi- 
tions. 

The findings of these two studies were as follows: 

(a) The subjects who had played a game sometimes subjected a confederate to 
more intense electric shocks and white noise than did those in the control 
group. This implies that adolescents’ and adults’ use of video games can 
promote their violent behavior. 

(b) However, the sizes of such effects were different between video games. 
The effects were detected for Area 51, but not for Virtua Cop. As for Space 
Invader, the results of the two experiments were inconsistent. The degree 
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of reality and reward found in video games can be regarded as moderators 
leading to these differences between the games, although more systematic 
research is needed on this issue. 

(c) The subjects who had played a video game showed more intense violent 
behavior than did those who merely watched. This suggests that the effects 
of video game use on violence could be due to the interactivity of the 
games. 

(d) The effects of video game use were not changed when the mediating ef- 
fects of blood pressure and heart rate were controlled for. This might indi- 
cate that effects on violent behavior are not due to physiological arousal 
generated by the video game use, but due to cognitive processes such as 
the learning of violence. 

Thus, these studies show that adolescents’ and adults’ use of video games can 
promote their violent behavior, and therefore, that the negative effects of video 
games can be serious. If so, however, the results also show that this is only true 
of a limited range of games. 

Yukawa et al. (1999) also conducted an experimental study. Based on the 
results of their own factor analysis, they divided violent video games into two 
types, that is, role-internalizing games (for example, role-playing games) and 
stimulus-responding games (for example, shooting games), and examined the 
effects of each type. Like Sakamoto et al. (1998a), they also examined the ef- 
fects of interactivity. In Yukawa et al. (1999), 60 male students were used as 
subjects and divided into two groups. One group of subjects played a video 
game, while the other group merely watched it, and the subjects in each group 
were assigned to one of three conditions. In these conditions the subjects: (1) 
played or merely watched a role-internalizing game ( Biohazard 2 ), (2) played 
or merely watched a stimulus-responding game ( Lay Storm), and (3) played or 
merely watched a non-violent game ( Puyopuyo , a game similar to Tetris'). Yukawa 
et al. (1999) measured the subjects’ aggressive thoughts, negative affect (such 
as discomfort and hostility), physiological responses, and violent behavior, af- 
ter the subjects had played or watched the video game. 

Their results showed that the role-internalizing game generated more ag- 
gressive thought and negative affect than did the non-violent game, and the 
stimulus-responding game also generated aggressive thought, although not to 
the same degree as the role-internalizing game. As for physiological responses 
and violent behavior, no significant differences were found between the vio- 
lent and non-violent games. In addition, no differences were found between 
the conditions of playing and watching, and therefore, effects of interactivity 
were not revealed. 

Thus, Yukawa et al. (1999) show that violent video games can lead to 
a 88 ress i ye thought and negative affect, but do not reveal their influence on 
violent behavior and the moderating effects of interactivity. In this regard, the 
findings of Yukawa et al. are different from those of Sakamoto and co-research- 
ers. Some methodological factors might explain these differences, for example, 
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subject gender. The subjects of Sakamoto and co-researchers’ studies are fe- 
male, whereas those of Yukawa et al. are male. In addition, the procedure and 
software used in the experiments are different. In any case, further research is 
needed to explain the different outcomes. 

Thus, although there are mixed findings, effects of video game use have 
been detected in some cases. It therefore seems that video game use can affect 
even violent behavior, at least under particular conditions. However, in the 
studies mentioned above, only the short-term effects of video game use have 
been detected, but their long-term effects have not been examined. Although 
experimental studies have the advantage of revealing causality, it is usually 
difficult to examine long-term effects. However, when long-term effects of video 
game use are revealed, the harmfulness of the games can be regarded as more 
serious. Survey research is useful for examining such long-term effects, although 
it makes observing actual behavior difficult. 

Survey studies 

Some Japanese researchers have conducted survey studies on relationships 
between video game use and violence. However, most of the studies were one- 
shot surveys, which reveal correlations but not causality. It is therefore possible 
to say that these studies have not revealed the effects of video game use on 
violent behavior. 

On the other hand, when researchers use a survey method, they can reveal 
causality to some extent, if they conduct a panel study. In the panel study, the 
same variables are measured on several occasions over time. It is possible to 
reveal causality to some extent by analyzing obtained data in particular ways. 
Actually, Sakamoto (1994) examined causality between video game use and 
social maladjustment. 

As for video game use and violence, Sakamoto and co-researchers have 
conducted three panel studies. Panel studies on this issue seem to be rare not 
only in Japan but also in the international literature. 

Kobayashi et al. (1998) conducted a panel study of 210 elementary school 
students attending fourth to sixth grades (111 boys and 99 girls between nine 
and twelve years of age). Their frequency of video game use and violent ten- 
dencies were measured twice, in October 1993 and February 1994. As for video 
game use, the frequencies of seven types of games - action, simulation, adven- 
ture, role-playing, sport, puzzle, and board games - were measured. Five-point 
scales ranging from “I very often play it” to “I do not play it at all” were used. 
Violent tendencies were measured with thirteen five-point scales. For these 
data, regression analyses and synchronous effects model analyses were con- 
ducted. The synchronous effects model analyses can be realized using struc- 
tural equation modeling. When the same results were obtained from both analy- 
ses, the researchers regarded them as credible and important. Results indicated 
that board games lowered boys’ violent tendencies, and sport games lowered 
those of the girls. 
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Kobayashi et al. (1999) conducted the same kind of panel study five years 
after the above-mentioned one. They measured the frequency of video game 
use and violent tendencies of 764 children attending fifth to sixth grades (367 
boys and 397 girls) twice, in July 1998 and from November to December 1998. 
As for video game use, the frequencies of eight types of games - fist-fighting 
action, action, action role-playing, shooting, adventure, simulation, sport, and 
panel games - were measured. As for violent tendencies, its six components - 
physical violence, hostility, irritation, verbal aggression, indirect aggression, 
and replacement - were measured on 54 five-point scales. The results obtained 
from both regression analyses and synchronous effects model analyses indi- 
cated that (1) action role-playing games promoted boys’ hostility, (2) action 
games promoted girls’ hostility, and (3) fist-fighting action games promoted 
girls’ indirect aggression. As for the other components - physical violence, 
irritation, and verbal aggression - no effects were found. 

Naito et al. (1999) conducted the same kind of panel study for 192 second- 
ary school students in grade eight (98 boys and 94 girls aged 13-14). The re- 
searchers measured the students’ frequency of video game use and violent 
tendencies twice, in December 1998 and March 1999. The frequencies of the 
same eight types of games as used in Kobayashi et al. (1999) were measured. 
As for violent tendencies, 24 five-point scales were used. The results obtained 
from both regression analyses and synchronous effects model analyses indi- 
cated that action games promoted boys’ verbal aggression. No other effects 
were significant. 

Thus, Kobayashi et al. (1998) did not show that video game use promotes 
violent tendencies, but even that it lowers them. It cannot be said that this 
study supports the arguments for the harmfulness of video games. On the other 
hand, Kobayashi et al. (1999) and Naito et al. (1999) showed that fist-fighting 
action, action, and action role-playing games promoted some components of 
violent tendencies, although these effects were not found for both genders. 
Therefore, it can be said that the results of these studies support the arguments 
to some extent, though not greatly. Since fist-fighting action, action, and action 
role-playing games often include violent contents, it seems plausible that only 
these games could promote children’s violent tendencies. This enhances the 
credibility of those studies. 

As noted above, the studies produced different results. The difference in 
the period of survey can be regarded as a possible explanation. Data from 1993 
to 1994 were used in Kobayashi et al. (1998), whereas data from 1998 to 1999 
were used in Kobayashi et al. (1999) and in Naito et al. (1999). The latter data 
are fairly newer than the former. Recently, video game technology has dramati- 
cally developed, and has provided a very realistic world to users. When the 
degree of reality is high, i.e., when the world found in video games is similar to 
the real world, violence learned in video games might easily appear even in 
real-life contexts. This implies the possibility that the effects of video games 
have recently been augmented. In addition, as mentioned earlier, the frequency 
of video game use has recently increased, and this has the same implications. 
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Given this line of reasoning, it is possible that the effects of video game use are 
more easily detected when newer data are analyzed, and this could be the 
reason why the effects were detected in the studies by Kobayashi et al. (1999) 
and Naito et al. (1999), but not in the study by Kobayashi et al. (1998). If so, it 
could be said that the findings of Kobayashi et al. (1999) and Naito et al. (1999) 
are more important, and that children’s use of video games can increase their 
violent behavior. In addition, these are long-term effects, which can be re- 
garded as serious. In any case, further research is necessary to reconcile the 
inconsistencies of the studies. 

Current arguments 

As mentioned earlier, Sakamoto (1993) did not think that video game use could 
have serious effects on violent behavior. Some researchers, however, are now 
changing their opinions. Actually, Sakamoto (1999b) states that video game use 
might cause increased violence under particular conditions. This shift in opin- 
ion is due to the observation of recent changes in the four issues described 
below. 

First, changes in research findings have been observed. As mentioned ear- 
lier, previous studies conducted mainly in the United States did not provide 
evidence for the deleterious effects of video games. However, as seen above, 
recent Japanese studies have sometimes shown harmful influence that can be 
serious. Of course, since there are differences in the results, it is impossible to 
say that negative effects are clearly proved. However, the existence of some 
results supporting such effects means that the issue cannot be neglected. 

Second, changes in the reality of video games have been observed. It is 
likely that realistic games more easily promote violence. As mentioned earlier, 
since video games have recently become still more realistic, it seems possible 
that current video game use has quite harmful effects on violence. Previous 
experiments and surveys in the United States did not show such effects, but in 
these studies, the unrealistic games that were popular at that time were used. It 
is impossible to generalize from such unrealistic games to today’s super-realis- 
tic ones. And thus it would seem that these results - based on unrealistic games 
- no longer are applicable. 

Third, changes in the frequency of video game use have been observed. 
When use is frequent, its effects are arguably greater. As mentioned earlier, 
since the frequency of children’s video game use has recendy increased, its 
effects may now be larger than previously. As also mentioned, no correlations 
between video game use and violent tendencies were found in previous survey 
studies conducted in the United States and Japan (for example, Kobayashi et 
al., 1998). This may be because children of that time used video games for 
relatively shorter periods or more infrequently. This fact also decreases the 
applicability of findings obtained in the previous studies. 

Fourth, changes in the occurrence of violent crimes have been observed. It 
seems that the frequency of violent crimes that might be related to video game 
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use has recently increased. For example, in March 1994, an act of violence 
perpetrated by a group of children occurred at Nagoya. On this occasion, four- 
teen secondary school students attacked two secondary school students, caus- 
ing them serious injury. In the police examination, a boy from the offender 
group said: “You ask me why we did that? We just wanted to know how effec- 
tive the punches and kicks we learned in fist-fighting games were.” Actually, 
the violence was perpetrated in the following manner. The group first made the 
victims select their opponent. The selected boy identified with the heroes of 
fist-fighting games, and using their punches and kicks, he attacked a victim 
who could not resist because the group had him surrounded. The unselected 
boys formed the audience and gave joyous shouts every time the selected boy 
gave showy punches and kicks to the victims. The selection was repeated, and 
many boys eventually perpetrated violence on the victims. A boy even went to 
a game arcade that was located 200 meters away to make sure of the punches 
and kicks he wanted to give ( Nihon Keizai Shimbum, 1995, January 4). This 
incident seems to have been caused by video game use. Although credible 
statistics are unavailable, it appears that recently such incidents are more com- 
mon than previously. 

The changes in research findings and the occurrence of violent crimes may 
be caused by the augmentation of effects of video game use, which are in turn 
due to changes in the degree of realism in video games and the frequency of 
their use. In any case, considering these developments, some researchers are 
changing their minds (Sakamoto, 1999b). 



Final remarks 

As found in the present article, although only a few studies have been con- 
ducted in Japan, each study seems to be fairly well constructed. For example, 
violent behavior has been measured in experimental studies. In addition, some 
panel studies have been conducted. These are probably not so common in the 
rest of the world, and could therefore be regarded as important contributions 
to the research field on video games and violence. 

However, the scarcity of studies is problematic. At present, some unsolved 
inconsistencies are found between Japanese studies, leading to unclear conclu- 
sions. This is partly due to the small number of studies. In addition, the quality 
of research is usually improved by frequently exchanging opinions with other 
research groups, but today, such exchanges are difficult in Japan, because there 
are only a few research groups, although the number is increasing. It is not easy 
for Japanese researchers to exchange opinions with foreign groups because of 
the language. Thus, several groups are necessary in Japan. 

Japan is now leading the world in the video game industry, and therefore, 
it should take responsibility for issues concerning deleterious effects of video 
games. Japanese researchers should conduct many studies. Actually, they have 
a lot of advantages for conducting research in this area. 
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First, it seems that in Japan, ethical standards for psychological research are 
still not as severe as in other countries such as the United States. As mentioned 
earlier, violent behavior has been measured directly in Japanese experimental 
studies. This is made possible by the generosity of the standards. 

Second, since the popularity of video games began early in Japan, many 
Japanese people are now using the games and they have accumulated experi- 
ence with them. This is useful in examining the effects of video game use with 
survey research. If the survey sample does not include the subjects who have 
used video games often, it is impossible to detect the effects of the games. 

Third, Japan has a lot of game software companies, and therefore it is not 
difficult for Japanese researchers to cooperate with the companies on research 
projects. For example, it would be relatively easy for Japanese researchers to 
ask companies to make or modify software used in experiments. 

Many questions can be identified for future research on video games and 
violence. First, does video game use affect violence? Do the effects continue 
over time? Are the effects serious? Second, what kinds of variables moderate the 
effects of video game use? What kinds of games have larger effects? What kinds 
of use have larger effects? Third, what are the processes underlying the effects 
of video game use on violence? How related is the interactivity of video games 
to such processes? Fourth, what kinds of interventions are useful in avoiding 
the harmfulness of video games? And many other questions can be found. 

Japanese researchers should make efforts to help in answering these ques- 
tions by conducting much more research than they have previously, and their 
possibilities for doing so are good. 



Summary 

In Japan, since 1983 when Nintendo began to sell Family Computer, the number 
of sold video game machines and software has continued to increase, and the 
frequency of children’s video game use has also increased. Nowadays, 59 per- 
cent of male elementary school students play a video game for over one hour 
per day on weekdays and 23 percent of them for over two hours. 20 and 6 
percent of female students spend over one and two hours, respectively. 

Given such popularization, many people in the Japanese press have argued 
that children’s use of video games could have serious harmful effects on their 
violent behavior. Before 1992, previous studies conducted mainly in the United 
States had not been systematically introduced to the Japanese, and therefore, 
even academic researchers in Japan often fervendy supported arguments for 
the harmfulness of video games. However, after 1993, considering the findings 
of US research, Japanese academic researchers did not simply support the argu- 
ments. 

From the mid-1990’s, empirical research on video games and violence be- 
gan in Japan. Japanese empirical research can be regarded as unique because 
violent behavior has often been directly measured in experimental studies and 
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because some panel studies have been conducted, measuring the influence of 
video games over time. In these studies, the deleterious effects of video game 
use on violence have sometimes been detected, and based on this, some re- 
searchers are now beginning to believe that video games can be harmful. 

Despite these studies, Japanese research is still rare. Japan is now leading 
the world in the video game industry, and as such it should take responsibility 
for the games’ possible negative effects. In addition, Japanese researchers are in 
a particularly good position to work on these issues, and therefore their work 
should be expanded in the future. 
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There has been considerable interest in Australia and New Zealand in the uses 
of new media, especially computer games, by young people. In Australia, com- 
puter games are classified by the Office of Film and Literature Classification 
following guidelines similar to those employed in the classification of films, 
with the difference that material which would receive an ‘R’ in the movies 
(Restricted to persons over the age of 18) is refused classification in computer 
games (see Bedford, 1995, for a discussion of adults’ rights in this context). 

Durkin (1995) undertook a commissioned review of the available (interna- 
tional) literature investigating the place of computer games in the lives of con- 
temporary children and adolescents, considering both negative effects (such as 
‘addiction’, learning or encouragement of aggressive behaviour, impairment of 
family life and school performance, health consequences) and positive effects 
(such as cognitive and perceptuo-motor skill enhancement, heightened peer 
interaction, development of familiarity with computers). 

Durkin concluded that the research did not justify assumptions of wide- 
spread ill effects. Incidence of obsessive involvement in computer game play is 
low in most surveys of children’s leisure time use, and there is little evidence of 
deleterious consequences for social life or educational progress. On the topic 
of aggression, Durkin stressed that there were only a small number of studies 
published (in contrast to the large literature on television and aggression), and 
that these had yielded weak or inconsistent findings. Some studies pointed to 
an association between arcade play and aggressiveness, but not between home 
play and aggressiveness; surprisingly little success had been obtained in ex- 
perimental studies attempting to find greater aggressiveness following labora- 



Excerptfrom Kevin Durkin & Jason Low (1998): Children, Media and Aggression. Cur- 
rent Research in Australia and New Zealand, the passage ‘Computer games’, pp. 111- 
113, in Ulla Carlsson & Cecilia von Feilitzen (Eds.) Children and Media Violence. Year- 
book from the UNESCO International Clearinghouse on Children and Violence on the 
Screen 1998, Nordicom, Goteborg University. 
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tory exposure to violent games. However, Durkin noted that most of this litera- 
ture was reporting work conducted in America and Britain in the 1980s, and it 
remains possible that the picture could change in the light of new research and 
in response to changes in the games themselves (such as greater realism and 
higher levels of violence). He suggested also that there is a need for research 
appropriate to the Australian cultural context (for example, Australia scores 
lower on most indices of real-life violence than the US and this may interact 
with any influence due to game content). 

This report resulted in some debate in the national media. Some commen- 
tators have interpreted the literature differently from Durkin, and argued that 
“We have no proof of no harm from video games, and we have some proof of 
harm” (Biggins, 1995, p. 85). Biggins argues that where researchers have failed 
to find proof of harm, it may be because of general deficiencies in social sci- 
ence research, or of sloppy methodology. Biggins holds also that the parental 
community is “ill-equipped to guide and take responsibility for children’s ac- 
cess to video games” (p. 89) and therefore favours conservative classification of 
this medium. Biggins makes the general point that the information superhighway 
could helpfully be flagged: “Proceed with caution - children crossing.” 

Most parties to this debate tend to agree that the amount of research avail- 
able is limited. Since the Durkin (1995) report, some new Australian research 
has been completed. Ask, Winefield, and Augoustinos (1997) drew on compe- 
tition-aggression theory to argue that violent video games can elicit aggressive 
behaviours because of their competitive themes. Essentially, the thesis is that 
when placed in a competitive situation, people are prone to become angry, 
hostile and aggressive. The authors propose also, along lines similar to Huesmann 
(1986, 1988) and Sanson and Di Muccio (1993), that people may develop from 
earlier experiences schemas in which competitive environments become asso- 
ciated with particular cognitions, most notably hostile and aggressive patterns 
of thought. In a preliminary test with high school students, Ask et al. (1997) 
found that children do perceive competitive situations as more aggressive than 
cooperative situations. The investigators then conducted an experiment with 
other male and female adolescents in which participants played a video game 
in pairs, such that some individuals were competing against their partner, and 
others were cooperating with their partner. The hypothesis was that partici- 
pants in the more competitive situation should demonstrate more aggressive 
responses, which were defined here as the proportion of ‘kills’ of adversaries 
on screen (computed as the ratio of kills over kills + avoidance responses). 
Earlier American research by Anderson and Morrow (1995), with college stu- 
dents as participants, had obtained such an effect, though Ask et al. saw that 
study as confounded because the participants gained points for ‘killing’. 

In the Ask et al. study, the participants were not rewarded with points for 
killing. The participants’ mean kill ratios were virtually identical in the competi- 
tive and cooperative situations (.67 and .66, respectively). The researchers also 
solicited participants’ evaluations of their partners, to test the hypothesis that 
competing against someone was more likely to evoke hostile reactions than 
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cooperating with someone. No difference was obtained. Although these find- 
ings might be taken as contradicting the competition-aggression account, Ask 
et al. note that their participants reported enjoying the game played C Donkey 
Kong), found it easy and not very frustrating. Hence, the game - if it is per- 
ceived as ‘fun’ rather than ‘battle’ - may not provide an optimal test of the 
theory. Certainly, it does indicate that aggressive responses are not an inevita- 
ble consequence of playing competitive video games. 

Ask (1996) reports a variant of the experiment using a more ostensibly 
aggressive game (Mortal Kombat III) , with male high school students as partici- 
pants (their female peers did not want to play). In this study, participants played 
initially in a series of trials and then, a week later, took part in a knock-out 
‘tournament’ with financial prizes at stake. The game allows the possibility of 
aggressive types of moves and nonviolent moves. During the trials, the winners 
tended to use more violent moves and during the tournament, aggressive moves 
increased. Ask concludes that participants ‘had an inclination to produce vio- 
lent moves when there was more competition’. He cautions, however, against 
oversimplistic interpretations that this demonstrates an effect of video games 
on social behaviour, and points out that the experiment does not test transfer 
effects (i.e., learning about the efficacy of violence in a game context which is 
then transferred to ‘real life’ contexts). His current research is addressed to this 
issue. ( Editors’ remark: For findings of the last-mentioned current research, see 
the article by Ask, Augoustinos and Winefield in this book.) 

In sum, interest in the effects of violent media content remains an active 
research area. Studies of children reacting to television and adolescents playing 
with computer games yield complex but provocative findings. Much remains to 
be settled about causal relations and about the meaning of aggression in these 
contexts, but recent studies underline the need for continuing investigation 
and point to new methodological developments and refinements that could 
usefully be exploited by other researchers. 
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To Kill or Not To Kill 

Competitive Aggression in Australian 
Adolescent Males during Videogame Play 

Alexander Ask, Martha Augoustinos & Anthony H. Winefield 1 



In recent years in Australia, media debate about the potential negative effects of 
violent videogames, and the implementation of a stringent classification sys- 
tem, has been carried out with limited scientific evidence derived from the 
Australian context (see Durkin, 1995, and Durkin & Low, 1998, for an outline of 
studies from Australia). We set out to fill this knowledge gap by conducting a 
series of studies in a ‘middle-class’ Adelaide suburban high school. The first 
section in this article summarises information on the extent of videogame use 
amongst males and females, whilst the second section outlines a series of eco- 
logical studies 2 conducted on a self-selected sample of experienced male Mor- 
tal Kombat players. This series of studies examined whether a competitive situ- 
ation leads to aggressive behaviour within the videogame context. They should 
not be interpreted as showing that videogames with competitive-violent themes 
cause aggressive behaviour in other social contexts. The last section is devoted 
to recommendations for further videogames research. 



Videogame use amongst Australian adolescents 

There are no published data on the prevalence of videogame use amongst 
adolescent Australians. We conducted a survey to evaluate the extent to which 
adolescents play videogames across a number of different domains (e.g., per- 
sonal computer and games systems at home, arcade parlour, and at a friend’s 
house). Data for this study were collected during 1995-96. 

214 high school students were given a short survey to complete during 
class. There were approximately 750 students in the school, that is, nearly l/3 rd 
of the school were sampled. The survey requested students to state the number 
of sessions per week that they played videogames on the personal computer 
and games system (e.g., Super Nintendo) at home, and at a friend’s house and 
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arcade parlour. They were also requested to estimate the amount of time they 
spent playing videogames during an average session. 

Eleven questionnaires were excluded from the data set because they con- 
tained a large number of missing answers. An examination of the raw data 
showed that some students reported playing for 40-50 hours per week which 
may have constituted over-estimations of their experience. Thus, a trim was 
performed on the remaining data (of 5%) in order to exclude students who may 
have grossly over-estimated playing time. The estimates after the trim are con- 
servative. The trim excluded 8 males and 2 females from the data set. Thus, 
findings are reported for 193 students. 

The responses are presented separately for males and females. A total of 
108 males completed the survey. They had an average age of 14.2 years (range 
= 12-17). Sixty percent of males were 14 years old or younger. A total of 85 
females completed the survey. They had an average age of 14 years (range = 
12-18). Seventy-five percent of females were 14 years or younger. 

Table 1 shows the number of sessions indicated by males and females 
across the four domains. Males indicated four sessions or more on the personal 
computer and games system, and played less than two sessions at the arcade 
parlour and at a friend’s house, in an average week. Males spent a total number 
of 11.4 sessions playing videogames across all domains each week. Females 
also indicated an inclination towards the personal computer and games sys- 
tems, although, in comparison to males, they reported fewer sessions per week 
across all domains (of 3 to 4 times less). 

The pattern of average minutes across the domains were consistent with 
the sessions data for males and females. Males indicated spending nearly four 
hours on the personal computer per week, three hours on the games system, 
and 20 minutes at the arcade parlour and friend’s house. Total time spent play- 
ing videogames exceeded seven hours for males. Females reported spending 
over one hour on the personal computer, one and a half hours on a games 
system, and less than 10 minutes at the arcade parlour and at a friend’s house. 
Total time spent playing videogames for females (of nearly 3 hours) was ap- 
proximately half of that reported by males. 



Table 1. Mean videogame play each week in several domains for males and 


females 












Males 




Females 




Average No. 


Average 


Average No. 


Average 


Domain 


of sessions 


minutes 


of sessions 


minutes 


a week 


a week 


a week 


a week 


Personal computer 


4.2 


224.0 


1.6 


61.0 


Games system at home 


4.0 


180.0 


1.7 


91.0 


Arcade parlour 


1.6 


20.0 


.4 


7.0 


Friend’s house 


1.6 


20.0 


.5 


8.0 


Total 


11.4 


444.0 


4.2 


167.0 


n = 


108 
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Competitive aggression: Mortal Kombat studies 
with male adolescents 

The competition-aggression hypothesis is the idea that competitive situations 
increase the likelihood of observing aggressive forms of behaviour, and is based 
on anecdotes of elite athletes, historical accounts of sports violence, academic 
conjecture (e.g., On Aggression by Konrad Lorenz, 1963), and people’s every- 
day conversation. There have been a number of investigations in psychology 
on the competition-aggression link (e.g., Deutsch, 1949; Sherif, 1967). How- 
ever, there has been only one study on adolescents, and there is no evidence 
from the Australian context. Moreover, there has been a recent spate of vio- 
lence by children and adolescents (e.g., Columbine School massacre in the 
U.S.) which may be attributed to the way competitive environments (e.g., sports 
settings, schools) are structured. The studies we report in this section examine 
the notion of competitive aggression using a videogame task as a tool to dem- 
onstrate the link. Our research question was: Do adolescents demonstrate more 
simulated aggressive behaviour (i.e., within a videogame) when placed in an 
ecological competitive situation (i.e., a tournament for prizes) in comparison to 
a less competitive situation (i.e., a trial period). Participants were all males. 

Mortal Kombat 3 

The videogame we used during our studies was Mortal Kombat 3, © 1995. The 
Australian Office of Film and Literature Classification (OFLC) has classified Mortal 
Kombat 3 ( MK3 ) for Mature Audiences (MA) suggesting that the videogame 
“contains elements likely to disturb, harm or offend those under 15 years to the 
extent that it should be restricted to those 15 years and over” (OFLC, 1994, p. 
7). The OFLC further writes about the MA classification: “Elements which might 
warrant this category would include: Depictions of realistic violence of medium 
intensity (e.g., impactful punches, kicks, blows and blood-shed to realistic ani- 
mated characters or real-life images)” (OFLC, 1994, p. 7). 

MK3 is the third game in a series of martial arts simulations where two 
players fight against each other in the videogame. The videogame manual de- 
scribes the fictitious history of the Mortal Kombat tournament: 

The Shaolin Tournament for Martial Arts, better known as Mortal Kombat, was, 
for countless ages, a noble institution that tested the metal of the very best 
Warriors. Years ago, the Tournament was corrupted by the evil sorcerer Shang 
Tsung who dared to take not only the lives of his opponents, but their very 
souls. Eventually, it became known that Shang Tsung was acting at the behest 
of his diabolical master Shao Khan, Emperor of the Outworld, who planned to 
claim all the souls on earth. The Champions of Earth: Liu Kang, Kung Lao, their 
Ancestors and others have, so far, thwarted this plan. For centuries, Earth has 
used Mortal Kombat to defend itself against the Outworld’s Emperor, Shao 
Kahn. (Super Nintendo, 1996, p. 5) 
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The player, in the context of this Tournament, chooses between 15 mortal 
fighters. Each fighter has basic moves (e.g., punch, low kick, sweep). The Mor- 
tal Kombat manual outlines the importance of perfecting these basic moves: 
Each kontestant invited to the Tournament has spent years in practice and 
meditation to perfect his/her martial arts skills. Before challenging these Warri- 
ors in Kombat, you too, should practice the martial arts by meditating on these 
lessons” (Super Nintendo, 1996, p. 17). 

Each fighter has unique playing moves in addition to these basic moves. 
There are two types of unique playing moves. ‘Special moves’ are performed by 
the player during a round and are executed by pressing a complex combination 
of buttons on the joypad. The MK3 manual suggests that: “All of the Mortal 
Kombat Warriors possess expert fighting skills. In that respect, they are equal to 
thousands of other Warriors around the universe. What raises them above their 
peers are the special moves which they have created and perfected” (Super 
Nintendo, 1996, p. 18). These complex combination of button presses for each 
fighter are obtained from videogame magazines or from the Internet. For exam- 
ple, Cyrax, a fighter in MK3, releases a net that entraps the other game character 
when the player presses backwards twice on the joypad and then performs a 
low kick. 

In contrast, ‘finishing moves’ are executed by pressing a combination of 
buttons on the joypad but only after the round has ended, i.e., when one 
character has no energy or health remaining. At this point, the winning player, 
who is prompted by the videogame to “Finish Him (Her)”, has the choice of 
performing either a violent or a non-violent finishing move. There are two 
types of non-violent moves, namely, ‘babality’, where the losing fighter is con- 
verted to a baby, and a ‘friendship’, where the winning fighter offers a gift to 
the losing fighter. There are two types of violent moves, namely, ‘fatality’, where 
the winning fighter kills the losing fighter, and an ‘animality’, where the win- 
ning fighter transforms into an animal and mauls the losing fighter to death. All 
15 fighters have two different types of fatalities. Unlike special moves, that are 
performed during a round in order to move a player towards victory, finishing 
moves are inconsequential to the fight’s outcome because they are performed 
by the winning player, at the end of a round, when the other player is defeated. 

Thus, the winning player has the opportunity either ‘to kill or not kill’ the 
opponent s fighter at the end of each round. Our studies focussed on the fre- 
quency of these killing versus non-killing finishing moves across two types of 
competitive situations, i.e., low and high competition. The rationale for focussing 
on finishing moves instead of other playing moves (e.g., special moves) was 
based on the authors observations that the latter type of moves are stereotyped 
because each player develops a style of play that is developed from hours of 
practice on the videogame. In contrast, finishing moves are less stereotyped 
because they do not affect the fight’s outcome. The outcome measure utilised 
in this study (which was assumed to represent aggressive behaviour in the 
videogame context) is called the ‘kill ratio’. The kill ratio was first developed by 
Anderson and Morrow (1995). The kill ratio is a fraction of the total number of 
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killing responses by the winning player divided by the total number of all 
responses (i.e., killing + non-killing finishing moves). 

Experiment 1 

Experiment 1 was conducted over a three-week period. All sessions were held 
during lunch periods. 

During the first week, male students, who were very skilled at MK3 , were 
invited to attend an information session. It just so happened that 16 males 
attended this session (which was a sufficient number to conduct the tourna- 
ment). During this session, the nature of the tournament was described in 
detail. For the remainder of the first week, informal practice sessions took place 
with all 16 males and the first author of this article observed their relative 
abilities at MK3- At the end of the week, all 16 competitors were ranked roughly 
from best to worst and a schedule was devised for the trial period conducted in 
the following week. The top four ranks were placed into four different groups 
(i.e., Monday Trial Group, Tuesday Trial Group, Wednesday Trial Group, and 
Thursday Trial Group). The next four ranks were, again, placed into the four 
separate trial groups, and so on, until all 16 competitors had been allocated to 
a trial group session. Participants were not permitted to change their fighter 
during the study because a strategy amongst good players is to observe what 
fighter their opponent has chosen for a bout and then choose a fighter who is 
relatively stronger (in order to maximise the chances of winning). Forcing par- 
ticipants to adhere to their chosen fighter prevented unnecessary debate be- 
tween competitors as to who would choose their fighter first before a match. 

The trial groups were run during the week following the information ses- 
sion. When a trial group arrived on the nominated day, competitors were paired 
and rotated so that they played each other once only. Thus, there were six 
matches played over the lunch hour. Each match between a given pair was 
conducted as the best of three games (where a game was the best of three 
rounds). The remaining pair, who were not competing for the purpose of the 
trial, were allowed to practice MK3 in an adjacent room on another Super 
Nintendo games system. Competitors were told at the start of the lunch period 
that the trials served to rank competitors for the tournament. The trials were 
recorded on videotape. 

At the completion of the second week, when all had participated in a trial 
group session, participants were ranked on the basis of their performances. A 
tournament draw was devised based on these ranks. The tournament draw was 
constructed so that the top-ranked player was assigned to play the bottom- 
ranked player during Round 1, the second-ranked player was assigned to play 
the fifteenth-ranked player, the third-ranked player was assigned to play the 
fourteenth-ranked player, and so on, until all players were paired with another 
player. In addition, the draw was designed so that a high ranked player did not 
meet another high ranked player until late in the tournament. This meant that 
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the top-ranked player did not meet the second-ranked player until the Final, 
assuming that both players progressed that far in the tournament. 

The tournament was conducted during three lunch periods in the week 
following the trials. The tournament was conducted like a tennis event. During 
Round 1, the first pair was escorted from the classroom into a practice room, 
which was adjacent to the experimental room, in which the two players were 
allowed to practice for approximately 5 minutes on a spare Super Nintendo 
system. At the end of the practice session, the second pair was escorted into the 
practice room and the first pair, who had now ended its practice session, was 
escorted into the experimental room in order to compete proper. Matches were 
played as the best of three games (where a game was the best of three rounds). 
The match was terminated when the first player reached two games. Thus, if a 
player was leading 2 games to nil, the match was terminated and the losing 
player was eliminated from the tournament. The winning player progressed 
into the Quarter Final round. The third pair of Round 1 was subsequently 
escorted from the class room into the practice room, and the second pair was 
escorted into the experimental area in order to compete proper. This procedure 
was repeated until all pairs from Round 1 had competed in the experimental 
area. When Round 1 matches had ended, the same procedure was employed 
for Quarter Final matches. There were eight matches during Round 1, four 
matches during the Quarter Finals, two matches during the Semi Finals, and the 
Final. Round 1 matches were conducted on Monday, Quarter Final and Semi 
Final matches were conducted on Tuesday, and the Final was conducted on 
Wednesday. The tournament was recorded on videotape. 

To increase the competitive nature of the tournament, matches were trans- 
mitted from the experimental room to a closed circuit television in the class 
room. The tournament attracted nearly 40 spectators for the Final on Wednes- 
day. All spectators were high school students who did not participate in the 
tournament. 

Prizes were offered to increase the competitive nature of the tournament. 
Losing semi-finalists were each awarded a $10 gift voucher, the losing finalist 
was awarded a $25 gift voucher and a trophy, and the winner was awarded a 
$40 voucher and a larger trophy. Competitors were aware that they were play- 
ing for prizes at the commencement of the study. 

Results and discussion 

Six competitors did not produce a finishing move in the trial period or tourna- 
ment situation and were thus excluded from the data analysis. Table 2 displays 
the kill ratios for the sample of 10 competitors who produced a finishing move 
in the trial period and tournament situations. Competitors are identified as their 
fighter, rather than by their given name. During the trial period, the average kill 
ratio for the sample was .67 which suggests that the competitors tended to kill 
their opponent’s game character nearly 7 out of 10 times. In comparison, the 
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average kill ratio during the tournament rose to .84 which suggests that the 
competitors tended to kill nearly 8.5 out of 10 times. 

An examination of the kill ratios across the sample reveals that seven com- 
petitors had a higher kill ratio in the tournament relative to the trial period, two 
competitors had a lower kill ratio in the tournament relative to the trial period, 
and one competitor displayed no change at all. A one-tailed Wilcoxon Signed- 
Ranks test was performed on these data in order to test the experimental hy- 
pothesis that the sample would display a higher kill ratio in the tournament 
than in the trial period. The Wilcoxon T-statistic was statistically significant, 
T=2, p<.01, thus supporting the experimental hypothesis. 



Table 2. Kill ratios (%) for the trial and tournament for 10 participants dur- 
ing the first study 



Participant’s Trial Tournament 



game character 


Kill ratio 


(%) 


Kill ratio 


(%) 


Smoke # 


7/12 


(58) 


12/16 


(75) 


Sindel 


11/13 


(85) 


10/12 


(83) 


Kabal #1 


8/10 


(80) 


5/6 


(83) 


Kabal #2 


4/9 


(44) 


10/10 


(100) 


Sonja 


3/11 


(27) 


1/4 


(25) 


Smoke #2 


8/9 


(89) 


8/9 


(89) 


Cyrax 


5/7 


(71) 


4/4 


(100) 


Sub Zero #1 


5/7 


(71) 


5/5 


(100) 


Sub Zero #2 


7/8 


(88) 


1/1 


(100) 


Sub Zero #3 


1/2 


(50) 


1/1 


(100) 


Total 


59/88 


(67) 


57/68 


(84) 



Experiments 2 and 3 

A major shortcoming of Experiment 1 was the complex nature of the experi- 
mental design. A number of factors could have caused the increase in kill ratios 
during the tournament situation, e.g., the reward, tournament-type situation, 
and/or audience. We conducted two further studies that explored the potential 
influence of two situational factors, namely, the reward and the tournament. 

Experiment 2 was conducted six months after Experiment 1. The same 
methodology was employed except that the male students did not play for 
prizes and trophies. Instead, all 16 competitors were given a $5 gift voucher at 
the end of the study for participating in the tournament event. Ten competitors 
in this tournament had participated in the previous study. 

An analysis of these data showed that the average kill ratio during the trial 
period, for the 11 competitors who produced at least one finishing move in 
both the trial period and tournament, was .77. The average kill ratio during the 
tournament situation rose slighdy to .83. Seven competitors had a higher kill 
ratio in the tournament relative to the trial period, three competitors had a 
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lower kill ratio, and one competitor displayed no change at all. A one-tailed 
Wilcoxon Signed-Ranks test was performed on these data in order to test the 
experimental hypothesis that the sample would display a higher kill ratio in the 
tournament than in the trial period. The Wilcoxon T-statistic was not statisti- 
cally significant, T=19-5. That is, the absence of a reward failed to produce the 
link demonstrated in the previous study. 

Experiment 3 examined the idea that the link demonstrated in Experiment 
1 was partially caused by the presence of an audience. Past research from the 
aggression field has shown that the mere presence of an audience increases the 
chances of observing competitive aggression, particularly when the audience is 
composed of peers (e.g., Borden & Taylor, 1973). The tournament-type event 
was abandoned for this study in place of a competitive situation that contained 
no audience (except the experimenter). 

Twenty-two male students, who were proficient at Ultimate Mortal Kombat 
3 (the next videogame in the series), were paired off. Pairs were of equal ability 
(which was determined by conducting preliminary trial sessions). Each pair 
participated in a ‘challenge’. The challenge was to pit each individual in the pair 
against the other for a $10 gift voucher. Pairs practiced for 15 minutes and were 
then instructed that the ‘challenge’ period had begun in which they were com- 
peting against each other for 15 minutes. The winner of the ‘challenge’ was the 
individual who won more rounds than his opponent at the completion of the 
15-minute period. The practice period acted as the baseline measure, whilst the 
‘challenge’ period was a competitive situation with a reward. 

Twenty-one competitors produced at least one finishing move both during 
the baseline and challenge periods. During the baseline period, the average kill 
ratio was .58, whilst the average kill ratio during the challenge period increased 
to .71. Sixteen males demonstrated a higher kill ratio during the challenge pe- 
riod in comparison to the baseline, three competitors had a lower kill ratio in 
the challenge period relative to the baseline, and two competitors displayed no 
change at all. The difference was statistically significant, t (19) = -2.68, p<. 01. 
That is, on average, competitors demonstrated a significant increase in the ten- 
dency to kill the opponent’s game character during the challenge period. 

In addition to playing in the ‘challenge’, competitors in experiment 3 com- 
pleted a mood-state inventory at three time periods, i.e., pre-practice period, 
post-practice period, and post-challenge period. The mood-state inventory con- 
tained three scales. The scales measured angry feelings, and negative and posi- 
tive feelings. An analysis of these scales across the three time periods showed 
very little change across the sample. That is, the higher competitive aggression 
demonstrated during the ‘challenge’ period was not accompanied by feelings 
of anger or negative emotions. However, there was an association between the 
eventual winners of the ‘challenge’ period and self-reported feeling states. Win- 
ners were more likely to report lower levels of anger and negative feelings, and 
higher levels of positive feelings, during the post-challenge period, relative to 
losers. That is, the euphoria of winning the $10 gift voucher was associated 
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1 with self-reports of positive feelings; however, the aggressive videogame be- 

i haviour by competitors was performed without feeling angry. 

' Finally, we tested the underlying assumption that the ‘kill ratio’ measure 

jij represents ‘social’ aggressive behaviour by asking two teachers, who knew the 

I competitors well, to rate each male’s tendency to display aggressive behaviour 

towards peers and teachers in the school context. Both teachers rated each 
I male on a 10-point scale. Each male received two aggression scores, i.e., one 

[, for aggression towards peers and another for aggression towards teachers. These 

[i data showed that the teachers’ ratings of the competitors’ aggression (towards 

y peers and teachers) were significantly associated with male’s baseline kill ratios 

^ derived from the ‘challenge’ study. That is, the competitor’s tendency to kill 

their opponent’s videogame character upon winning was associated with their 
j{ aggressive behaviour at school. Males who displayed a high level of aggression 

j| towards peers and teachers were more likely to have a higher kill ratio. It is 

| emphasised that the aggressive ratings made by teachers were not repeated 

,J through time (i.e., before and after the study) in order to measure whether 

;! competitors’ aggressive tendencies changed by playing a videogame with a 

p competitive-violent theme. Rather, teacher ratings were a validity check. They 

| show that participant’s videogame play was associated with aggressive tenden- 

cies in the ‘real world’, implying that Mortal Kombat play is an aggressive be- 
haviour. 



Conclusions 

On the basis of these studies, a number of conclusions can be drawn: 

1. Australian adolescent males are more likely to display simulated aggressive 
behaviour under a competitive videogame situation with a reward, i.e., our 
findings support the competition-aggression hypothesis in a play context; 

2. This competitive aggression is displayed in the absence of negative feel- 
ings like anger; 

3. The competition-aggression effect can be demonstrated in a life-like tour- 
nament situation, but it can also be demonstrated in a less life-like competi- 
tive situation (i.e., without an audience); and 

4. Competitors’ aggressive play within a videogame (namely, Mortal Kombat) 
is associated with aggressive tendencies at school both towards teachers 
and peers. 



Recommendations 

Australian adolescent males’ high exposure to videogames may raise issues 
over the potential negative effects of playing competitive-violent videogames 
(e.g., Mortal Kombat) on competitors’ social aggression. However, our findings 
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are a far cry from these issues. We have shown that adolescents spend a large 
amount of time playing videogames, and that adolescent males, who were 
experienced at a competitive-violent videogame, were more likely to display 
a gg ress i ve behaviour within the videogame context. We have not studied whether 
playing videogames with competitive-violent themes cause young males either 
to behave more aggressively after a playing session (i.e., short-term effects), or 
raises their tendency to behave aggressively in other competitive contexts, e g., 
sports match, classroom (i.e., long-term effects). Further research is required in 
these areas. Two studies that may be carried out include: 1. A content analysis 
of videogames on the Australian market in order to explore the extent to which 
popular titles have competitive-violent themes; and 2. Demonstrating that 
videogames with competitive-violent themes increase competitive (and even 
non-competitive) social aggression in players over the short-term and/or long- 
term. 



Notes 

1. Research conducted by the first author under the supervision of the second and third authors as 
a part of doctorate work. Please address correspondence to Dr. Alexander Ask, Department of 
Psychology, University of Adelaide, South Australia, 5005 (E-mail: alex.ask@flinders.edu.au). 

2. Ecological study: An experimental design in which the participant is placed in a setting that 
simulates the 'real world’ (e.g., a tournament for prizes) and is afforded the opportunity to 
behave ‘naturally 1 (i.e., videogame play). 
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Boys, Girls and Violent Video Games 

The Views of Dutch Children 

Peter Nikken 



Video games receive a lot of publicity nowadays, because they too represent an 
audio-visual medium that might contribute to violence in society. As with tele- 
vision, the assumption is that video games may have a greater influence on the 
behaviour and attitudes of children when the portrayed violence in the game is 
rewarded and when the violent acts are perpetrated by the heroes of the game 
rather than by the villains. Video games might be even more influential than 
television, because children are actively involved in the games as players and 
not just passive viewers. On the other hand, doubts are expressed about the 
possible effects of violent video games as well, because most games are still far 
from realistic. 

So far, scientific results have not yet led to a final conclusion. Modest cor- 
relational relations have been observed between game playing and self- and 
peer-reports on aggressiveness in the U.S. (Dominick, 1984; Lin & Lepper, 1987), 
and van Schie and Wiegman (1998) in the Netherlands found that heavy game 
players were rated as less pro-social. Such studies, however, do not allow us to 
infer causality. According to Durkin (1995), who cites several experimental stud- 
ies, there is no firm evidence that playing video games leads to antisocial with- 
drawal. Others, however, mean that, as a whole, laboratory and survey results 
do suggest that game-playing, particularly playing violent games, may not be 
entirely benign for all players (Funk et al., 1997; Griffiths, 1997). 



Violent video games more attractive for boys 

According to Dutch and British children’s estimates of the time spent on media, 
playing video games amounts to about half an hour per day (Van der Voort et 
al., 1998). This figure, however, does not apply equally to boys and girls. As a 
rule, boys spend more time playing video games and are more fond of playing 
such games than girls are. According to Beentjes, Kruse and Vooijs (1995), the 
higher proportion of personal computers or video game consoles in house- 
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holds with boys is not the sole reason why boys are more apt to play video 
games. Comparing boys and girls who have access to the same hardware for 
video games at home, boys in the Netherlands were still found to play more 
often and longer than girls did. 

It is surmised that the higher attractiveness of video games among boys 
may in part be explained by the content of video games. Most games do repre- 
sent an aggressive and competitive male culture, rather than a culture that is 
adapted to girls’ interests. In addition, there are more male characters in video 
games than female characters, providing girls less possibilities for identification 
(Provenzo, 1991). Support for this assumption is given by several studies in 
which it is found that girls prefer non-violent or fantasy-violent video games, 
whereas boys are more apt to like violent games (Spanhel, 1987; Funk, 1993; 
Griffiths, 1997; Wiegman & van Schie, 1998). 

Cantor (1998) proposes several reasons why children choose violent me- 
dia, e.g., they are looking for arousal; they want to feel empowered; such 
media products are interesting because they are forbidden; children want to 
witness their own aggressive behaviour; or they want to cope with fears in their 
own lives. In addition, it is assumed that boys like violent media more, partly 
because gender-specific behaviour is biologically determined, but also because 
boys and girls each derive their social status and identity from violent media 
(Goldstein, 1998). This means that boys can feel more at ease when watching a 
violent movie or playing an aggressive video game and thereby fulfil their role 
as ‘being tough’. The social expectations for girls, on the other hand, are that 
they should not be tough, but rather vulnerable. Not liking violent media gives 
them the opportunity to fit in. 



What do children think of (violent) video games? 

A problem in most studies on violence in video games is defining what consti- 
tutes violent and non-violent games. Most studies rely on adult experimenters 
or experts to define video games as violent or non-violent. Wiegman and Van 
Schie (1998) in the Netherlands, for example, asked an editor of a video game 
magazine and two toyshop managers to classify as aggressive or non-aggres- 
sive several games mentioned by children. Unfortunately, little is known about 
what children themselves think about video games. Do they also think in terms 
of violent and non-violent games? Do they feel that playing video games may 
be harmful to them? And does such a feeling have an effect on their likes and 
dislikes for video games? In addition, it is not known whether children, and in 
particular boys, like to play video games because of the violent content of the 
games, or just because of the action. As a matter of fact, very little is known 
about the ingredients’ that, in the eyes of boys and girls, make a good video 
game. 
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What children like about video games 

When reading semi-popular books on video games and children, or reports 
aimed at informing parents about video games, one does encounter several 
game features that video game experts and educators see as important for the 
popularity of video games among children (Greenfield, 1984; Selnow, 1984; 
Spanhel, 1987; Provenzo, 1991; Beierwaltes, Grebe & Naumann-Braun, 1993; 
Fehr & Fritz, 1993; Funk et al., 1997; Valkenburg, 1997). In a content analysis 
conducted on features mentioned by video game experts and educators as 
being important for children’s liking or disliking a video game, we found that 
most of these game features could be categorised in terms of thirteen types of 
standards for video games. Three types of standards primarily deal with vio- 
lence, i.e., video games are fun to play because they ‘contain action’, ‘contain 
aggression’, and ‘are exciting’. The other video game features children ‘should’ 
like, according to the adults, could be categorised in standards such as: ‘contain 
beautiful graphics’, ‘have good audio’, ‘are fast’, ‘are difficult and challenge 
perseverance’, ‘give the possibility to improve oneself, ‘provide possibilities for 
identification’, ‘are educational’, ‘give possibilities for self-control’, ‘provide 
possibilities to compete with others’, and ‘stimulate curiosity’. 

Whether children themselves endorse these features as reasons for liking 
video games has never been systematically investigated. So far, only a couple of 
studies have been conducted in which children or teenagers are asked why 
they like to play video games. Two of these studies, both conducted in the 
Netherlands (Kruse, 1992; Wiegman et al., 1995), used an open-ended question 
asking children aged 10 to 14 years what they like about their favourite games. 
Afterwards, the researchers classified the answers into distinct types like: ‘ten- 
sion’, ‘entertainment or diversion when you are bored’, ‘excitement’, ‘providing 
variation’, ‘possibility to improve yourself, ‘containing action, fighting and win- 
ning’, ‘providing identification and self control’, and ‘possibilities for exploring 
and learning’. 

Other studies have been conducted in the U.S. Again, the researchers de- 
fined the types of preferable game characteristics, but now before the data 
were collected. Malone (1981) rated 25 games on ten dimensions that he as a 
researcher thought were likely to affect the games’ motivational value. The 
study, performed with boys and girls from a private elementary school ranging 
from kindergarten through eighth grade, showed that the most important fea- 
ture determining game popularity was that ‘the game had a goal’. Other fea- 
tures that correlated with game popularity among the children were: ‘computer 
keeps a score’, ‘audio effects’, and ‘randomness involved in a game’. By means 
of a questionnaire, McClure and Mears (1984) asked high-school students why 
they played video games, whereas Griffiths (1997) posed the same question to 
children aged 11 years at a summer camp. The main reasons reported with 
fixed-choice items were: ‘challenge’, ‘fun’, and ‘escape outside pressures’. Fi- 
nally, Barnett et al. (1997) presented high-school and college students between 
15 and 19 years of age with a list of statements tapping their attitudes towards 
video game features. These statements provided by the researchers were then 
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clustered into fifteen characteristics, of which most coincided with the game 
features mentioned above. 



The views of Dutch children on video games 

To shed more light on what children themselves think about video games, we 
have conducted an exploratory study (Nikken, de Leede & Rijkse, 1999). We 
were specifically interested in whether the video game features put forward by 
adult experts in the literature, or those found among high-school students, 
would also be seen in the views of children. In addition, we wanted to know if 
boys and girls differ in their views on these features for video games, e.g., do 
boys prefer features like aggression, action, and competition, whereas girls 
prefer humour, comprehensibility, and education? Next, we established how 
boys and girls in the Netherlands value playing with video games in their lei- 
sure time and whether they see video games as more appropriate for boys than 
for girls. Finally, we also wanted to know how boys and girls value specific 
video games and if they make a distinction between violent and non-violent 
games. 

The study was conducted among 152 boys and 143 girls in grades four to 
six at two primary schools situated in two small cities in the centre of the 
Netherlands. The children ranged in age from seven to twelve years (mean age 
was 9 3 years). Children’s views on playing video games were measured using 
a paper and pencil questionnaire pertaining to the research questions involved 
in the study. Children answered the questions in their classrooms. 

Attractiveness of playing video games 

Almost all children in the sample indicated that they regularly play video games; 
only 4 per cent of the children said they had never played a video game. 
Actually, of ten possible leisure activities, playing video games proved to be the 
most attractive for children (see Table 1). As compared to girls, boys reported 
playing video games significantly more often, and gave significantly higher 
ratings to playing video games in their leisure time than girls did. Girls, on the 
other hand, were significantly more fond of playing round games, drawing or 
doing handicraft activities, reading books, and playing instruments, than boys 
were. 

Appropriateness of video games for boys and girls 

Although girls expressed less liking for playing video games than boys did, and 
also said that they played them less often than boys did, girls did not indicate 
that video games are specifically for boys. On the contrary, all girls said that 
playing video games is equally appropriate for both girls and boys. A majority 
of the boys also felt that games can be played by both girls and boys. A fair 
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amount of them (21%), however, believed that video games are ‘just for boys’. 
This view was expressed significantly more often by younger boys. 



Table 1. Appreciation of ten leisure activities by boys and girls (mean rat 
ings) 



Leisure activity 


Rove 


O 

i io 


Toiai 


Playing video games 


8.97 


7.51 


8.26*** 


Playing outdoors 


7.84 


7.70 


7.77 


Doing sports 


7.74 


7.68 


7.71 


Watching television 


7.69 


7.65 


7.67 


Playing round games 


6.98 


7.73 


7.34* 


Listening to music 


7.01 


7.42 


7.21 


Drawing/doing handicraft 


6.05 


8.04 


7.02*** 


Reading books 


5.32 


7.52 


6.39*** 


Reading comics 


6.41 


6.23 


6.32 


Making music 


5.31 


6.01 


5.65* 


n = 


152 


143 


295 



Note : Scores varied from 1 (minimal appreciation) to 10 (maximal appreciation). Asterisks indicate whether there are significant 
differences between boys and girls: * the chance that the difference is not significant is 5 out of 100: *** the chance that the 
difference is not significant is 1 out of 1000. 



Evaluation of video games 

We asked children to rate sixteen specific video games on a ten-point scale 
(where 1 means ‘I don’t like it at all’ and 10 stands for ‘I like it very, very much’). 
As expected, each video game was evaluated significantly more often by boys 
than by girls, and more often by older children. On average, boys evaluated 7.7 
games, whereas girls evaluated only 3-6 video games. 

By means of a statistical technique (principal components analysis) applied 
on the ratings given to the video games, it was found that children tend to 
make a similar distinction between types of games as adults generally do. Four 
video games that adult experts have classified as violent games ( Streetfighter , 
Doom, Mortal Kombat, and Killer Instinct) were also seen as a distinct type of 
game by children, and six games labelled by adults as non-violent ( Marioland , 
Supermario, Supertetris, Pinball, Duck Tales, and Donkey Kong) also clustered 
as a distinct type of game according to the children’s evaluations. The remain- 
ing six games involved in the study could not be interpreted as belonging to a 
specific type, probably because they were rated by a minority of the children. 
In accordance with former studies, we too found that violent video games were 
rated significandy higher by boys (mean rating 7.8; n = 45) than by girls (5.7; n 
= 7). Non-violent games, on the other hand, were rated significantly higher by 
girls (mean rating 8.1; n =17) as compared to boys (6.9; n = 55). 
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Standards for video games 

To find out whether boys are more fond of playing with violent games because 
of the violence portrayed, we first wanted to know if children see aggression as 
an important ingredient. Therefore, we asked the boys and girls for their views 
on the importance of 30 different game features, some of them associated with 
a gg ress i° n - Using a five-point scale, the children indicated for each feature to 
what extent they thought the feature should be present in a game. All features 
were taken from the literature mentioned above. 

Again using principal components analysis, the features were clustered into 
distinct types of standards for video games. The following five standards (with 
the comprising features within parentheses) could be formed: 

1. Challenge (it makes you curious about how the game proceeds; it makes 
you curious about what will come next; you don’t know what will happen 
next; a lot of things happen; it gets harder all the time; there are different 
levels); 

2- Aggression (it contains a lot of blood; it contains a lot of fighting; it contains 
action; it is spooky); 

3- Control (it lets me decide what happens; it lets me play better than my 
friends; everything proceeds as I want it to; I get more and more points); 

4. Technique (it makes beautiful sounds; it contains funny sounds; it goes 
fast; it has pace); 

5. Instructiveness (it is educational; I can learn things from it). 

The five standards for video games were identified in an analysis applied to the 
scores of boys and girls combined. Separate analyses for boys and girls were 
conducted as well. For girls a solution was found that was highly similar to the 
one for boys and girls combined. The solution for boys was also similar to the 
combined solution, although the standards ‘instructiveness’ and ‘technique’ were 
part of the same cluster. In addition, the standard ‘challenge’ proved for boys to 
consist of two separate clusters that could be labelled as ‘unpredictability of the 
game’ and ‘difficulty of the game’. The standard ‘aggression’ was defined by the 
same four features in both analyses for girls and boys, indicating that they both 
saw action and fighting, blood and spookiness as aggressive features. 



Importance attached to the standards 

‘Challenge’ was considered the most important video game standard of all. The 
importance children (boys and girls combined) attached to each of the other 
four standards (‘aggression’, ‘control’, ‘technique’, and ‘instructiveness’) did not 
differ significantly, indicating that children saw these four standards as equally 
important for video games. With respect to the importance attached by boys 
and girls separately, significant differences were found (see Figure 1). As com- 
pared to girls, boys felt significantly stronger that video games should provide 
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‘a challenge 5 and ‘possibilities for self control 5 . In addition, boys felt particularly 
strongly that video games should contain ‘aggression 5 , ranking this standard 
second. Girls attached very little importance to the standard ‘aggression 5 , which 
resulted in it being placed at the bottom of their ranking of the standards. 



Figure 1. Importance attached to five standards for video games by boys 
and girls (mean scores) 



Standard 

Challenge 




2 3 

Importance 

1 . .1 Boys Girls 



Note: Scores varied from 1 (entirely unimportant) to 5 (very important). 



Does aggression enhance the pleasure of playing video games? 

In order to find out if an aggressive content makes it more fun to play video 
games, we looked at the relationship between the importance children attached 
to the five standards, on the one hand, and the extent to which they liked to 
play video games in their leisure time. By means of a multiple regression analy- 
sis we determined which standards predicted a child’s pleasure in playing a 
video game. We found that children who like to play video games more than 
others, were significantly more interested in being challenged, in being in con- 
trol, and in aggressive content. These relations, however, were not the same for 
boys and girls. For boys, the appreciation of playing video games was signifi- 
cantly predicted by the standards ‘challenge’ and ‘aggression’. In other words, 
boys prefer to play video games more if the games provide a challenge for them 
and if they contain aggressive features like blood, fighting, action and spooky 
elements. Among girls, the pleasure of playing a video game depended signifi- 
cantly on the standards ‘instructiveness’ and ‘control’, indicating that girls are 
more apt to play if the games allow them to learn and to decide the course of 
the game. 
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Conclusion 

The purpose of our exploratory study was to gain more insight into the deter- 
minants of appreciation of video games for boys and girls aged seven to twelve 
years. The results of the study indicated that playing video games is a highly 
appreciated leisure time activity in the Netherlands, although boys are far more 
fond of it than girls are. Boys, specifically younger ones, also tended to see 
video games as somewhat more appropriate for them than for girls, and they 
were familiar with more video games. This, however, does not mean that girls 
had no interest in video games at all. On the contrary, all girls said that video 
games are just as appropriate for them as for boys, indicating that games may 
have the potential to attract girls as much as boys. From the ratings children 
made of a list of specific games, it also became clear that girls do like video 
games, especially those that are not violent per se. Boys, on the other hand, 
preferred games that may be classified as violent. 

In our study, the extent to which boys and girls like to play video games in 
their leisure time could be related to five types of standards that children dis- 
cerned for video games. The most important ingredient of a video game was 
the extent to which a ‘challenge’ is offered. In the eyes of children, this stand- 
ard encompassed the element of unpredictability as well as encountering diffi- 
culties when bringing the game to an end. ‘Challenge’ proved to be more im- 
portant than all other standards for both boys and girls. Especially for boys, 
providing a challenge’ was also a significant predictor of their appreciation of 
playing video games. 

A second standard was ‘instructiveness’, which means that children want to 
learn from video games. ‘Instructiveness’ was the least important standard for 
boys and did not contribute to their pleasure in playing video games. For girls, 
however, ‘instructiveness’ was the second most important standard and was 
also a significant predictor of their appreciation of playing video games. 

Another standard that boys and girls found equally important for video 
games dealt with ‘technique 1 . The standard ‘technique’ encompassed features 
like interesting sounds and a high pace. But neither for girls nor for boys did 
the standard ‘technique’ contribute to a child’s appreciation of playing a video 
game. 

Finally, two standards — ‘control’ and ‘aggression’ — were both seen as 
more important by boys than by girls. The standard ‘control’ included actively 
deciding which course a game takes, as well as being able to compete with 
playmates or with the computer. In other words, children saw it as important 
that video games meet and stimulate their feeling of competence. However, the 
standard ‘control’ was in particular for girls also a predictor of their appreciation 
of playing video games. 

The standard of ‘aggression’ implies that a video game should be spooky 
and that it should contain lots of blood, fighting, and action. Thus, contrary to 
what some experts surmise, in the eyes of children, action and aggression 
belonged to one and the same standard. In addition, ‘aggression’ was also 
different from the standard ‘challenge’. The standard of ‘aggression’ was the 
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second most important standard for boys and the least important for girls. In 
fact, girls preferred the absence rather than presence of this element. For boys, 
‘aggression’ was not only an important standard, it was one of the two signifi- 
cant predictors of their appreciation of playing video games (besides ‘chal- 
lenge’). Boys that were more fond of playing video games were more often to 
be found among children who expected a game to contain aggression than 
among children who didn’t like violence in a game. 
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This article presents figures from an inquiry with 17-year-olds strategically cho- 
sen from 12 schools in Stockholm, the capital of Sweden. The focus of the 
inquiry was young people’s use of IT and other media. Two aspects are empha- 
sized here - differences between girls’ and boys’ use of IT, and Internet as a 
source of knowledge and information. The data collection was carried out as 
group inquiries during school hours in the autumn of 1999- The sample is, thus, 
not representative, which means that, according to statistical theory, the results 
cannot be generalized to a larger population. 

The aim of the study is to find patterns of correlation between the respond- 
ents’ use of computers and Internet, on the one hand, and other activities and 
values, on the other. It is hoped that such correlations could serve as an empiri- 
cal frame for more fundamental explanations of the growth and impact of the 
new media. 

The answers to most of the questions have been measured with interval or 
ordinal scales, which means that analytical methods presupposing such data, 
for instance Pearson’s correlation coefficient and factor analysis, can well be 
used, as they are here. The figures commented upon in the text have also been 
controlled for in terms of the impact of other known background variables, not 
least those that are unevenly distributed in the sample; the results discussed in 
the text are, thus, independent of these variables. 



IT and gender 

Considering that some years ago many researchers questioned Internet’s im- 
portance and potential for growth, it is interesting to note that about % of the 
respondents have access to Internet in their homes and that all have access to it 
in the school. It should be further stressed that more than 90 percent have 
computers in their homes, most often purchased during the last 2-3 years. How- 
ever, a considerably larger proportion of the boys has a computer of their own. 
Based on two other questions not presented here, we can conclude that the 
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boys have generally been connected to the Net in their homes longer and have 
started using it earlier than the girls. It seems that the presence of a male teen-- 
ager has often been the decisive factor for the family’s acquisition of Internet 
and other advanced IT-equipment. 

It is much more likely that boys consider themselves well informed on IT- 
questions in general and Internet’s different fields of application in particular. 
Almost two-thirds of the boys (as compared to barely one third of the girls) 
thought that they were the family members who best mastered IT. A consider- 
ably larger proportion of the boys also has a TV-play station of their own (Dia- 
gram 1). 



Diagram 1. What kind of computer equipment is available in your house- 
hold? (%) 

The vertical lines indicate every 20 ,h percent of the respective group 

men women 

Working computers l ‘ 

two or moreCZiJ oneBBB 

Modem 
CD-ROM 

Loudspeakers for the computer 
Printer 
Internet connection 
TV-play station 
Video 

Cable TV or satellite TV 
Car radio 
Video camera 
Digital camera 

Own computer 
Own modem 
Own CD-ROM 
Own loudspeakers for the computer 
Own printer 
Own Internet connection 
Own TV-play station 
Own TV set 
Own video 
Own mobile telephone 

Percent young people saying that in their household they 
are the most frequent computer users 

Consider him/herself.... 
familiar with computers 
well informed about Internet 



Moreover, boys are more likely to possess IT-equipment and to have access to 
an Internet connection of their own; in addition they have better self-confi- 
dence when it comes to IT know-how. This suggests that they more often have 
a pronounced interest in IT in general and Internet in particular, something that 
is reflected in the frequency and duration of their use of these media. The 
gender differences are striking, especially in terms of IT-use in the home and 
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with friends. In these situations, boys utilize computers and Internet much 
longer than girls (as a rule, the frequent users run computers and Internet 
during longer intervals per occasion). The relation between the sexes is more 
equal as regards use of IT at school (Diagram 2). 



Diagram 2. How often do you run... (%) 

The vertical lines indicate every 20'-”- percent of ine respective group 

Computer at home 
Computer at school 
Computer at library, public place 
Computer at friends’ houses 
Computer at other places 

Internet at home 
Internet at school 

Internet at library, public place 
Internet at friends’ houses 

Internet at other places 



We asked the respondents a number of questions about the character of their 
use of IT and Internet. From the next diagram, Diagram 3, it appears that com- 
puters are used most often, and by most of the young people, for writing 
school assignments, for Internet, for computer games, and as a substitute for 
the CD player. The boys dominate in terms of the three latter uses, but there is 
no substantial difference between boys’ and girls’ answers when it comes to 
school assignments. The differences between the two groups are minor also 
regarding a number of other ‘smaller’ uses - writing text for personal purposes, 
using reference books or textbooks on CD-ROM, calculators and statistical pro- 
grams (Excel is the most frequently used program in this respect) and to some 
extent also for scanning and designing of pictures. Moreover, it should be 
mentioned that there are significantly more boys who program or make their 
own music data files, even though they are a small proportion of the respond- 
ents. 

The figure to the left of the bar in each row in Diagram 3 shows Pearson’s 
correlation coefficient, which in this and the following examples in this section 
indicates the strength of the correlation between gender and the variable pre- 
sented in each row. 
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Diagram 3. When you run computers, how often do you usually do the fol- 
lowing things? (%) 

The vertical lines indicate every 20 th percent of the respective group 



\ men women 

Play other computer games -.438 
i ; Listen to music -.434 

Develop computer programs -.332 
i : Play network games -.320 

- Use Internet -.301 

! Other use -.261 

jj Make own music files -.239 

[ Create and edit moving pictures -.229 

!: Create own music -.187 

j i Draw/design pictures and the like -.172 

Use statistical programs -.114 
ji Use calculator(s) -.109 

V Scan pictures -.050 

Use reference books, manuals on CD-ROM .088 
Write text for personal use .078 
Write school work .071 

ji Run other mathematical programs .049 



As seen in the following diagram, Diagram 4, many popular areas of Internet 
application are dominated by men — downloading music files, computer pro- 
grams or other files from the Net, as well as use of ICQ or IRC. However, more 
girls than boys — especially if one considers teenagers with Swedish parents — 
have declared an active participation in chat groups. E-mail as a medium for 
personal contact is the most popular area of application for both sexes. More 
than 80 percent of the respondents have reported having an e-mail address of 
their own. A large proportion of the young people states that they often search 
information in databases. It should be mentioned that database searching oc- 
curs more seldom among girls of foreign origin. 

Many results from our study suggest that, for young people, music is the 
most attractive aspect of Internet. Other analyses show that surfing to music 
groups home pages and the like is about equally frequent among boys and 
girls. But the boys are much more likely to visit and use MP3’s and Winamp’s 
sites. Furthermore, it appears that boys are somewhat more likely to visit the 
sites of public authorities and political parties, whereas girls - to the same 
extent as boys - visit sites containing entertainment information, celebrities’ 
homepages and also sites of the daily papers. 

From the diagrams shown earlier as well as from other surveys, it is evident 
that boys are generally much more frequent users of computer games and more 
often have a TV-play station. In order to illustrate this relationship more satis- 
factorily, we asked a special question about the respondents’ preferences for a 
number of specific games. Diagram 5 shows that video- and computer games 
are overall a male thing’, even if more girls than boys like some genres, such as 
‘fashion and design’, ‘educational’ and ‘puzzle’ games. 
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Diagram 4. When you run the Internet, how often do you usually do the 
following things? (%) 

The vertical lines indicate every 20 th percent of the respective group 



men women 

Download music from the Internet -.597 
Download computer programs -.578 
Download other files from ’the Net’ -.568 
Use iCQ -.404 
Make home pages -.306 
Do business, buy things -.249 
Watch moving pictures -.227 
Listen to radio programs via Internet -.225 
Read comics on the Internet -.217 
Search information in databases -.210 
Use IRC -.204 
Visit 3D environments -.186 
Watch TV on the Internet -.166 
Read newspapers on the Internet -.165 
Order tickets (cinema, concert) -. 1 63 
Participate in news groups -.136 
Participate in discussion forums -.123 
Participate in role-playing -.106 
E-mail for schoolwork -. 1 00 
Engage in reading mailing lists -.079 

Participate in chat groups .038 
Phone via Internet .029 
Use e-mail for personal contacts .000 

often now and then 




Diagram 5. What kind of computer- or video games do you like most? (%) 

The vertical lines indicate every 20 th percent of the respective group 
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The fact that boys and girls make use of computers and Internet to different 
extents and, in many respects, in different manners, should not be surprising. 
Recent as well as previous research shows that there are many activities in ‘real 
life’ that could be designated as ‘male’ or ‘female’. Moreover, the field of tech- 
nology has traditionally been reserved for men, that is to say, created and used 
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mainly by men. Since IT and Internet are male creations, one could presume 
that their design and content are marked by masculine activities, values and 
interests. An indirect proof of this statement is the answers to a question asking 
respondents to evaluate different qualities of IT using a number of adjectives. 
These responses show that the boys in our study were more likely to perceive 
IT technology as fun, exciting and comfortable, whereas girls were more likely 
to experience it as trying. 

The quantitative and qualitative differences between boys’ and girls’ pres- 
ence in virtual reality also reflect more general differences in young people’s 
values and behavior in the ‘real’ world. Our survey shows, in accordance with 
many earlier studies, that girls in Sweden make much more extensive use of 
books, whereas boys more often watch video and read the comics. We should 
stress that while TV remains the largest medium, boys more frequently spend 
their time with the Internet than with radio. 

There are also huge differences with respect to young people’s interest in 
several types of content in the traditional media. Here again, we find a larger 
proportion of boys showing interest in topics such as technology, cars, elec- 
tronics, and in sports and TV-action (Diagram 6). They also have a marked 
preference for some music styles, such as hard rock and heavy metal. Girls, on 
the other hand, are much more likely to report that they like drama fiction, 
coverage of celebrities, soaps, talk shows and, not least, programs and articles 
about fashion and beauty (Diagram 6). They also prefer softer music styles. 
Furthermore, the girls have given more responses indicating that it is important 
that the media take up welfare topics (such as gender equality, health care, 
education, school policy, environmental questions, child care, and family policy). 



Diagram 6. What content do you like most in papers/magazines/on the ra 
dio/on TV? (%) 

The vertical lines indicate every 20 ,n percent of the respective group 



Fashion and beauty 
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women 
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Sports (on the radio) 
Sports (in TV) 
Action series 





The differences between the sexes also recur in the young people’s leisure 
activities. Girls appear to be much more likely to occupy themselves with writ- 
ing diaries, beauty care, trying on and buying clothes, and doing different 
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household activities, such as interior decoration, cooking, sewing and the like. 
In accordance with their interests, boys devote themselves to a higher degree 
to cars and motors, fishing, competitions and other sporting events, playing 
billiards, darts, etc. (Diagram 7). 



Diagram 7. How often do you usually.. .(%) 

The vertical lines indicate every 20"’ percent o' the respective group 



Write letters, diaries 
Occupy yourself with beauty care 
Knit, sew and the like 
Occupy yourself with interior decorating 
Bake, cook 
Buy or try on clothes 

Tinker with cars, motors 
Gamble on pools, lotto and the like 
Visit sporting events 
Play billiard, darts and the like 
Go hunting, fishing 
Build, do joinery or repairing work 




A few times/year =» 1-3 times/month <=n 

About once a week Several times/week 1 



Much has been written about Internet as a source of knowledge and informa- 
tion. Diagram 8 shows the proportion of respondents in our study that has used 
Internet for searches within some 30 areas. 

Since boys are generally much more diligent Internet users, it is not surpris- 
ing that they search information - on entertainment, general knowledge or for 
practical use - within most of the areas more frequently. The gender differ- 
ences are valid especially for different kinds of computer and technical infor- 
mation, for sports and not least for pornography. Only three girls (out of 134) 
mentioned that they have checked Net porn at all, whereas almost 60 percent 
of the boys acknowledged that they do so at least now and then, and one-fifth 
often or always. Although these results might be expected, they are worth 
mentioning, since men are the principal producers and users of pornographic 
content in the traditional media as well. Considerably more boys than girls 
have also indicated that they seek financial information on the Internet, not 
least when it comes to stocks, bonds and the like. 

It is, on the other hand, worth pointing out that there are no significant 
differences between boys and girls concerning searches within several fields 
associated with entertainment and pleasure, as well as within a number of 
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domains of social relevance, such as history, geography, politics, education, 
etc. We could further mention that news - principally information about trips, 
public entertainment and film - is also searched on the Net by both sexes. 



Diagram 8. How often do you use the Internet for searches when it comes 
to... (%) 

The vertical lines indicate every 20 th percent of the respective group 
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Internet and knowledge 

In the preceding diagram, the grouping of the information areas searched on 
the Internet has been obtained by means of factor analysis conducted on the 
correlations between the respondents’ answers to the separate question items. 
The fact that certain items have been sorted into the same group indicates that 
there is a factor, a statistical variable, that unites them — correlates with them 
and thus largely explains the variation in the answers to the original questions. 
It also means that persons with high scores for a given factor are more likely to 
search information within several domains sorted under or otherwise corre- 
lated with this factor, and vice versa - the lower score a person has for a factor, 
the lower the probability that (s)he searches information within the fields fall- 
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ing under this factor. This relationship is illustrated in Diagram 9, where two 
groups are compared - those 20 percent who most often and those 20 percent 
who (almost) never search relevant societal information on the Internet (SII). 
SII includes history, politics, literature, natural science, geography, education 
and theatre, as well as (to some extent) economic information and news - 
knowledge fields that are associated with the legitimate economic, scientific, 
symbolic, etc. capital of the society. 



Diagram 9. How often do you use the Internet for searches when it comes 
to... (%) 

The vertical lines indicate every 20 th percent of the respective group 
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The correlation between the SII factor and the above-mentioned variables is 
illustrated in the lower part of Diagram 9 above. Here, as well as in the follow- 
ing presentation, the respondents are divided into two groups - the 20 percent 
with the highest and those with the lowest SII scores. It seems as though access 
to Internet per se - at home and at school - is not decisive for people’s search- 
ing habits within these fields of knowledge; it is worth stressing that persons 
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with low SII scores have computers and use Internet at least to the same extent 
as the high SII score group. Both groups are similar also with respect to their 
general interest in computers, electronics and other technical issues. This is 
also valid for many entertainment items and for private communication, which, 
as earlier mentioned, are IT’s most popular domains among young people. 
There are small differences between the groups also regarding use of search 
engines (Altavista, Yahoo, etc.) and other portals, as well as when it comes to 
surfing to friends’ and celebrities’ home pages. 

It is, on the other hand, not surprising that persons who often search rel- 
evant societal information on Internet are much more likely to surf to sites with 
corresponding content, such as the web sites of morning papers, government 
authorities and not least political parties - sites that are practically not visited at 
all by the low SH-score group (Diagram 10). 



Diagram 10. Do you usually visit the following sites on the Internet? (%) 

The vertical lines indicate every 20 th percent of the respective group 
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Pupils from elite schools, whose parents have completed higher levels of edu- 
cation or belong to the higher occupational groups, are strongly overrepresented 
among teenagers who use the Net for acquiring societal information. And these 
young people also have a strong affinity to corresponding content in the tradi- 
tional media (public debate, politics, culture, science, etc.), a behavior that 
corresponds to much greater interest in most of the sciences and relevant societal 
issues, particularly global political and economic issues (for examples, see Dia- 
gram 11 and 12a). 
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Diagram 11. How interested are you in the following sciences? (%) 

The vertical lines indicate every 20 th percent of the respective group 
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Diagram 12a. What content do you like most in papers/magazines/on the ra 
dio/on TV? (®/o) 

The vertical lines indicate every 20 th percent of the respective group 
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The figure to the left of the bar in each row in Diagram 12a above shows 
Pearson’s correlation coefficient, which in this and in the following examples in 
this section indicates the strength of the correlation between the Sll-factor and 
the variable presented in each row. 

Nevertheless, the two groups are very similar when it comes to the most 
popular entertainment genres (Diagram 12b). 
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Diagram 12b. What content do you like most in papers/magazines/on the ra 
dio/on TV? (%) 

The vertical lines indicate every 20 th percent of the respective group 
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The two extreme groups are also very different in a number of respects con- 
nected to ‘socially more legitimate’ cultural taste and activities. The inclination 
to search societal information on Internet correlates strongly with the respond- 
ents’ interest in classical music and jazz (Diagram 13), as well as with several 
leisure activities such as discussing political topics, going to the theatre, visiting 
art exhibitions, museums, etc. - activities that are also much more usual among 
the adult elite of society. .Furthermore, these young people are much more 
likely to use the print media - fiction, factual study books, morning papers 
(Diagram 14). 



Diagram 13. What kind of music do you like most? (%) 

The vertical lines indicate every 20 th percent of the respective group 
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Diagram 14. How often do you usually... (%) 

The vertical lines indicate every 20 th percent of the respective group 
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The last diagram presented here, Diagram 15, deals with the respondents’ expe- 
rienced importance of five given media when it comes to ‘knowledge and 
information’ and ‘entertainment, pleasure’, respectively. The findings provide 
an interesting ground for discussing Internet’s informative function. It is worth 
mentioning that TV is in a class by itself and the largest entertainment medium 
for the young people - in spite of the fact that the most popular fields of 
Internet are associated with pleasure and distraction. 

On the other hand, it is evident that Internet is experienced as the most 
important source of knowledge and information among boys, whereas books 
are the most popular medium among girls in this respect. Bearing in mind that 
Internet is singled out as the most important source of information to an even 
higher degree among boys who are least interested in and (almost) never ac- 
quaint themselves with relevant societal information — provided by new as well 
as old media - it is legitimate to deliberate the possible ambiguity of the con- 
cepts of ‘knowledge’ and ‘information’. It seems that the meaning of these 
words varies across different persons. 

Correspondingly, since the tendency to search news on Internet correlates 
more strongly with a number of entertainment items than with relevant societal 
information, we might ask what ‘news’ means for different teenagers. In-depth 
analyses and follow-up studies can give a clearer insight into these questions. 
However, in the short-run, it could be difficult to determine whether the differ- 
ent interpretations of the notions of ‘knowledge’ and ‘information’ represent a 
‘normal’ condition that could be explained by age, other socio-cultural and life 
style variables or whether the changing media situation in Sweden during the 
1990’s has contributed to this variability. 

The growth of Internet as a major medium has been preceded by the estab- 
lishment of a multiplicity of radio and TV-channels for which advertisement is 
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Notes: The curves/surfaces on each diagram show the correlation between the choice of the respondents’ favorite media and the Sll factor. The respondents have been sorted along the horizontal 
axes according to their scores on the Sll factor. The higher score a person has on this factor the farther to the right the person is placed and vice versa - persons with the lowest Sll scores (i.e., those 
who almost never search societal information on Internet) are placed on the extreme left. The scores for each point are rounded off by sliding mean values. 

In the diagrams, the vertical lines mark the percent of boys and girls who are part of the cumulative groups (counted from the right) consisting of 20, 50 and 80 percent of all respondents who most 
often search societal information on the Internet. The horizontal lines indicate every 25 th percent of the respective group. 
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the essential information domain. Public service radio and TV (without adver- 
tising), upon which the Swedish population was dependent some decade ago, 
seem, on the other hand, to have marginal importance for the teenagers of 
today - both as sources of knowledge and of pleasure. 



Conclusion 

The survey figures presented here show that Internet has become very popular 
among the Stockholm teenagers in our survey. But only a small proportion of 
the respondents make use of the medium as a source of societal information 
(defined as history, politics, literature, natural science, geography, education, 
theatre and to a significant extent also economy). This result per se does not 
mean that the Net is unsuitable as a platform for enlightenment and debate in 
the democratic sense - a platform hoped for by many politicians and other 
debaters. 

One objection might be that the persons in our study are too young to 
devote themselves to knowledge and activities related to societal information. 
We should not forget that Internet is also a young medium and, according to 
most experts, in the near future it will experience essential changes that could 
concern not only its ‘physical’ aspects, but also its content and functions. More- 
over, the future shape of Internet is largely dependent on people’s representa- 
tions of the medium. It is, thus, important to examine what factors are decisive 
in this respect. 

In sum, the large differences in the teenagers’ use of computers and Internet 
- not least in terms of IT’s concrete functions and type of media content - 
depend primarily on factors other than access to IT equipment (which is rela- 
tively equally distributed) and do not support the notion that Internet as a 
medium contributes to increased democracy. Corresponding differences exist 
in the young people’s use of other media, leisure activities as well as cultural 
and other values, which in their turn could be derived from socio-cultural vari- 
ables, including the socially constructed gender. Such variables are of more 
decisive importance for people’s dispositions and habits and better explain 
their interests and activities, including the extent and the direction of their IT- 
use as well as their engagement in political issues. 
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Children , Computer Games , Violence and Reality 

Birgitte Holm Sorensen & Carsten Jessen 



In 1999, an investigation was carried out in Denmark, dealing with children’s 
use of violent computer (and video) games. The central question was: What 
significance does the interaction in violent computer games have for children’s 
fascination with the media and for potential influences, and how do these 
influences differ from those that children are exposed to through TV, film and 
video? In relation to this it has been examined whether this fascination is linked 
to the actual act of playing games, the social situation surrounding them and/or 
to their violent elements. 1 

The investigation in question employed qualitative methods such as in- 
depth interviews and observations; the children’s statements and actions form 
the basis for analyses. The purpose was to understand the children’s formation 
of meaning in relation to the computer games. The aim, in particular, was to 
uncover what significance the interaction between children and computer games 
has for children’s understanding of violent elements and for the relationship 
between fiction and reality. 

A total of 31 children participated in the interview investigation. They were 
interviewed as well as observed at leisure time institutions or at home. The 
group consisted of 9 girls and 22 boys between the ages of 5-17. In addition, 17 
boys were observed at an Internet cafe where they played in small groups. 
Finally, 4 children, aged 15-17, were observed and interviewed while playing 
network games at a weekend computer camp. Thus, more boys than girls took 
part in the investigation, the reason being that, among older children, boys 
spend more time on computer games than girls do. 



Findings 

The investigation shows that, for many children, the fascination with computer 
games is closely tied to the actual act of playing. Competition, challenge and 
achievement, also known from traditional games, are of crucial importance par- 
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ticularly for the boys. It is especially significant for the children that computer 
games offer them considerable influence over the course of the game through 
the game’s interactive nature. Interaction promotes the challenge, as the player 
can experience a game as a course of events with no foregone conclusion. The 
challenges of computer games are enhanced by the fact that they, as a rule, 
demand that the player practise and develop skills, which is per se a positive 
quality for many children. 

The social aspect of playing computer games is another essential reason for 
the children’s interest. This aspect can be seen in relation to the actual act of 
playing. Children prefer to play computer games along with other children. On 
the one hand, it promotes experience and excitement, for example in relation 
to competition and challenges. On the other hand, the social aspect per se has 
an independent significance for children. Children can socialise around the 
computer. Computer games generate friendship and social events, and compu- 
ter games can be cultivated as a common interest — an interest that often goes 
beyond the playing itself. The social situation surrounding the computer consti- 
tutes a sort of ‘social magnetism’ that attracts many children. The social aspect 
and the play assume a special dimension with respect to network games where 
the players can challenge each other at Net cafes or at home. In these connec- 
tions, action games with violent elements seem to be the type of game pre- 
ferred. 

Children s fascination with violent computer games cannot be understood 
without considering the above-mentioned aspects. The violent elements fasci- 
nate some children, but this fascination should not be mistaken for a fascina- 
tion with violence in the real world. On the contrary, all children in the inves- 
tigation repudiated real-life violence. The violent elements in computer games 
are attractive as spectacular effects, but also because they prompt excitement 
and thrill. Computer games are, thus, in line with genres known from the film 
industry: action movies, animation, thrillers and horror movies. Computer games 
have inherited the content of violence from a cultural tradition within fiction, as 
well as genre features, such that spectacular effects are emphasised. Generally, 
these effects contain an element of exaggeration, which is fully recognised by 
children. In relation to this, the act of playing violent computer games can be 
seen as a parallel to the violent and ‘rough’ play traditionally found among 
boys. 

Generally, the social situation plays an important role for all the children. 
However, it varies from child to child how much the fascination with computer 
games ties to the act of playing or to the depicted violence. Most often it is a 
question of interplay between two of three factors mentioned here. 

In the investigation, an important point was to assess how children distin- 
guish between fiction and reality and to establish whether they are able to 
account for this distinction. The children in the investigation, including the 
youngest who were five years old, are fully aware and can account for the 
difference between computer games as fiction and computer games as reality. 
A reason for this is that all computer games belong to a genre in which the 
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i indication of the fictitious is distinctive of the genre and takes the form of 

K exaggeration compared to reality. Another reason has to do with the graphic 

|i expression of the games. It is also important that this exact feature, which is 

usually described as a problem in relation to violent computer games - the fact 
that the player himself must conduct violent deeds - actually makes children 
aware that their actions take place in a fictitious universe. For children, comput- 
er games are in fact ‘games’ with their own rules. From an early age, they are 
aware that these rales do not apply outside the realm of the game, with the 
exception that children can include elements and rules from the games in their 
i; play. This is in accordance with knowledge concerning other pictorial media, 

\\ which often also inspire children to play. 

Computer games with powerful violent elements may mean that children 
get scared and have nightmares. Although they get scared, many of them keep 
playing and seek out new games with action and violence. These are often the 
t<j types of games that children prefer, and the experience of thrill and excitement 

;•] is attractive to them. Computer games that depict extreme violence in great 

j detail can frighten the youngest children and those who do not have a clear 

;j awareness of the game’s genre. Here there is a difference between girls’ and 

•i boys’ attitudes towards violent computer games. Girls dismiss the violence in 

j j computer games to a larger extent than boys do. But children do not see com- 

puter games as particularly anxiety-provoking compared to, for instance, mov- 
:'■! ies and fiction on TV and video. The children judge violence on TV, film and 

\,\ video to be much worse, more violent and realistic than violence in computer 

games. All the children who were interviewed told of apprehension related to 
I- watching a movie (this does not only apply to actual violent movies). But not 

!« everyone reported anxiety-provoking experiences connected to playing com- 

puter games. This leads to an essential point which has to do with the differ- 
ence between identifying with movies and with computer games. Identification 
is of central importance in relation to many movie experiences where the viewer 
feels and experiences along with the movie’s characters. The psychological 

h level of involvement in relation to the fictitious characters is of a different char- 

h 

’» acter when it comes to computer games. In the games, the characters do not 

: react emotionally like they do on film. They are, as a rule, conventionalised 

| types without a (distinct) identity. In computer games, one does not find actual 

jl depictions of character that the player can identify with in the same way as in a 

i| movie. Thus, the identification with computer games is not as strong as with 

movies. 

The above discussion points to the fact that computer games should not be 
regarded as a development of the movie genre. Although certain genre charac- 
I teristics are taken from film, playing computer games does not lead to a sort of 

I intensified movie experience. It is a question of another type of excitement and 

experience that is more closely related to game and play experiences than to 
fiction genres, such as film or, for that matter, literature. One can say that, for 
many children, the experience and excitement of playing computer games are 
more intense than the experience and excitement of other types of games be- 
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cause of the interaction and the visual and graphic space that appeal to child- 
ren s sensuous experience. The identification is of a different character than 
that associated with TV, film and video. Playing computer games leads to an 
active identification that is usually linked to games and play. 



Note 

This investigation was conducted for the Media Council of Children and Adolescents, The 
Ministry of Culture in Denmark. 
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Perceptions of Video Games 

■ 

among Spanish Children and Parents 

Ferrari Casas 



Until recently, video games had only been an object of research interest in 
Spain because of their possible negative effects on children. However, other 
research approaches have developed lately. The line of research we will intro- 
duce here began with a few simple questions, mainly two: a) What are the most 
important different perceptions of video games among children and adults? b) 
How do adults use video games as a topic to communicate with children? 

An exploratory research project was conducted with a sample of children 
and parents from five different schools in the city of Barcelona. An ad-hoc 
questionnaire was designed in order to pose the same questions to children 
and then to their parents on separate occasions. Some questions dealt with the 
parents themselves, others with their perceptions of, or attributions assigned 
to, the child on whom the questionnaire was focused. Fathers alone answered 
28 per cent of the questionnaires, mothers 49 per cent, and 23 per cent were 
answered by both parents. The children were 11 to 14 years old. A total of 183 
pairs of valid questionnaires were obtained - 52.5 per cent referred to boys and 
47.5 per cent to girls. 

The most outstanding result is that 44 per cent of the parents with children 
who play video games, never play these games with the child and never speak 
with him/her about them. 30 per cent of the parents sometimes play video 
games with the child, and sometimes speak about them. 16 per cent of the 
parents speak about the games, but never play them, and 10 per cent some- 
times play the games, but never speak about them. 

Parents who play video games with their children do have different per- 
ceptions of the games in comparison to those who do not play, and they have 
more positive patterns of communication with their children about that activity. 

A set of questions was posed to parents and children about emotions, self- 
control, fantasy-related thoughts, preferences, and social relationships when 
playing video games. A few additional questions referred to the utility of play- 
ing video games and other opinions about them. Some discrepancies among 
parents and children have been identified in these regards. 
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Three discrepancies are particularly interesting: Parents disagree more fre- 
quently than their child with the statement “the child plays to forget problems” 
(Figure 1). Parents agree more frequently than their child with the statement 
playing video games is a waste of time” (Figure 2). And children clearly say 
they prefer video games when there is fighting and war”, while their parents 
disagree with the statement that their child prefers those kinds of games (Figure 
2). The first and second of these discrepancies do not appear in the sub-sample 
of children not playing regularly, but the third does even in that case. 



Figure 1. Emotions when playing video games 
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Note: (c) Reported by the child (empty figures), (p) Attributed by the parent 
(full figures). The squares, triangles, etc., indicate mean scores of answer 
values. The length of the bars indicates the standard deviation of answer 
values. When the children's and parents' bars do not overtap, the difference 
is significant. 



Square: (c) I get anxious to play with video games 
again. 

(p) My child gets anxious to play with 
video games again. 

Triangle: (c) When I must stop playing I often get 
very angry. 

(p) When my child must stop playing he/ 
she often gets very angry. 

Circle: (c) I enjoy video games very much. 

(p) My child enjoys video games very 
much. 

Invested (c) I feel more aggressive after playing 

triangle: certain video games. 

(p) My child feels more aggressive after 
playing certain video games. 

Rhomb: (c) I like playing video games to for- 
get problems. 

(p) My child likes to play video games 
to forget problems. 



Figure 2. Perceptions of video games 




Note: (c) Reported by the child (empty figures), (p) Reported/attributed by 
the parent (full figures). The squares, triangles, etc., indicate mean scores 
of answer values. The length of the bars indicates the standard deviation of 
answer values. When the children’s and parents' bars do not overtap, the 
difference is significant. 



Square: (c) Video games are useful for learning 
things. 

(p) In my opinion, video games are use- 
ful for learning things. 

Triangle: (c) When you play video games, you get 
better reflexes and more skills. 

(p) In my opinion, when one plays video 
games, one gets better reflexes and 
more skills. 

Circle: (c) I believe playing video games is a 

waste of time. 

(p) I believe playing video games is a 
waste of time for my child. 

Invested (c) I like video games better than most 

triangle: other games. 

(p) My child likes video games better 
than most other games. 

Rhomb: (c) I prefer playing video games to watch- 
ing television. 

(p) My child prefers playing video games 
to watching television. 

Arrow to (c) I like video games best when there 

the right: is fighting and war. 

(p) My child prefers video games when 
there is fighting and war. 
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Perceptions of Video Games among Spanish Children and Parents 



These discrepancies are statistically significant when we compare the an- 
swers of boys with the answers of fathers or mothers referring to their boy, but 
they do not reach significance when we compare answers referring to girls. 1 

As a consequence of these results, we have started data collection with a 
larger sample and more extended questionnaires for parents and their children 
in order to explore their feelings and opinions as concerns all audio-visual 
media: television, computers, video games, the Internet. We already have a 
questionnaire sample of more than 2000 “couples”, and we plan to develop a 
cross-national comparative analysis with the support of Childwatch Interna- 
tional. This analysis will include data from Norway, India, Brazil, Japan and 
Thailand. 



Note 

1. A more detailed analysis of our results will be published in I. Hutchby & J. Moran-Ellis (in press) 
Children, Technology and Culture. Falmer Press. 
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Violent Elements in Computer Games 

An Analysis of Games Published in Denmark 

Lisbeth Schierbeck & Bo Carstens 



In light of the discussion of a possible Danish system for classification and 
labelling of computer and video games, the Media Council for Children and 
Young People at the Danish Ministry of Culture commissioned a study of all 
such games published in the country during 1998. The aims of the study were, 
among others, to analyse the content with regard to violence and to analyse the 
different types of game distribution. 1 This article deals with the violent content. 

The study found that 338 titles were published in Denmark during 1998. 
Eighty-one per cent of these are computer games for a PC, 24 per cent video 
games for Playstation and 7 per cent video games for Nintendo 64. (Games for 
playing exclusively online on the Internet were excluded from the study.) 

The 338 titles fall into ten main genres. As seen from Table 1, action games 
and simulators are the two largest genres, together comprising almost half of all 
titles. 



Table 1. Games by genre (%) 



Action 


30 


Simulators 


17 


Sports 


13 


Strategy 


13 


Children 


9 


Adventure 


8 


Cards and backgammon 


3 


Edutainment 


3 


Role playing 


2 


Puzzles, riddles, and the like 


1 


N = 


338 
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The distribution of genres is different for computer and video games. For in- 
stance, some genres in the survey exist only as computer games (children, 
adventure, cards and backgammon, and edutainment). Another difference is 
that, among video games, the action genre is proportionally much more domi- 
nant than among computer games, especially among Playstation video games. 



Games with violent elements 

The definition of violence used in the study is broad — actions only slightly 
related to striking and shooting are also included. According to this definition, 
slightly more than half of the titles (53%) contain some violence. 

The proportion of games with some violent elements varies greatly be- 
tween different genres (Table 2). In particular, action games, strategy games 
and simulators contain elements of violence; these genres constitute nearly 60 
per cent of the published titles. All role-playing games also contain violent 
elements but these games are few in number. 

Table 2. Games with violent elements, % of each genre 



Number Of which contain 

of games elements of violence (%) 



Action 


103 


86 


Simulators 


56 


54 


Sports 


44 


9 


Strategy 


44 


89 


Children 


32 


6 


Adventure 


28 


32 


Cards and backgammon 


11 


0 


Edutainment 


10 


0 


Role playing 


8 


100 


Puzzles, riddles, and the like 


2 


0 


All games 


338 


53 



The kinds of violent actions also differ greatly between different genres. Strat- 
e gy games are characterised by decision-making and steering of units on a 
tactical and strategic level, usually involving little close contact with the oppo- 
nents. Simulators are characterised largely by learning to technically master a 
given panel of instruments, and these games are also chiefly of a tactical and 
strategic nature. In action games, however, the player is often directly involved 
in close fighting with or shooting at the antagonists, who are often human 
beings. 

Table 3 shows that when there are violent forms of action, human beings 
are typically the victims, followed by “machines” and other things, whereas 
animals and monsters are seldom the objects. 
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Table 3. "Victims" of violent actions, % of all games 



Human beings 


32 


’’Machines” 


23 


Others 


22 


Animals 


8 


Monsters 


8 


Total 


53 


N = 


338 



Note: The percentage sum of kinds of victims is larger than the proportion of games containing violent elements, since a single 
game may contain several kinds of victims. 



Table 4 indicates that the most frequent forms of violent action are rule-based 
actions (that is, actions related to the rules or logic of the game, for instance, 
aimed at objects, flying saucers, or the like, but normally not at living beings), 
followed by tactic or strategic use of power. In all, close fighting or shooting is 
seen in one-sixth of all games. 

Table 4. Forms of violent actions, % of all games 



Rule-based actions 31 

Tactical steering of units 21 

Strategic use of power 1 9 

Close fight 18 

Shooting 16 

Total 53 

N = 338 



Note: The percentage sum of violent forms of action is larger than the proportion of games containing violent elements, since a 
single game may contain several violent forms of actions. 

There are “often” violent forms of action in one-sixth of all games (56 titles). 
“Occasional” violent action is more common (Table 5). 

Table 5. Frequency of violent elements, % of all games 



Seldom 


3 


Occasional 


34 


Often 


17 


Total 


53 


N = 


338 
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As seen in Table 6, there is relatively little blood in games with violent ele- 
ments. Most such games contain “no blood”. Six per cent of all games contain 
“much blood” (20 titles) or “mutilation” (1 title). Titles containing much blood 
are most often action games, but a few belong to the genres of strategy, role- 
playing and adventure. 



Table 6. Details of violence, % of all games 



No blood 


32 


Camouflaged 


9 


Some blood 


7 


Much blood 


6 


Mutilation 


(0,3) 


Total 


53 


N = 


338 



The complex of violence 

Even if there are violent actions in many of the games, these actions are often 
aimed at more or less impersonal ’’things” (machines, etc.) and based on the 
inherent logic or rules of the game, in connection with tactic or strategic steer- 
ing. Moreover, there is seldom blood in the game. On the other hand, there is 
obviously a group of games in which violence is salient. Typically, these games 
contain a high degree of details and frequent use of violent action, and the 
forms of actions represent close fighting and shooting. These forms of action 
are also usually aimed at human beings (or possibly at monsters). Overall, 17 
games (5%) of the 338 registered show such a combination of different vio- 
lence criteria that they can clearly be judged as containing a considerable amount 
of violence. Table 7 presents the games in question: 
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Table 7. The games with most violent elements 



Title 


Main category 


Blood II, The Chosen 


Action 


Cardinal Sin 


Action 


Carmageddon II, Carpocalypse Now 


Action 


Commandos 


Strategy 


Die by the Sword 


Action 


Fallout 2 


Role playing 


Half-Life 


Action 


Heretic II 


Action 


Lands of Lore 2 


Role playing 


Police Quest SWAT 2 


Strategy 


Quake 


Action 


Resident Evil 2 


Action 


Tenchu, Stealth Assassins 


Action 


The House of the Dead 


Action 


Turok, Dinosaur Hunter 


Action 


Unreal 


Action 


Wargasm 


Action 



Note 

1. The full report Gennemgang af computerspil, udgivet i Danmark i 1998 [Survey of Computer 
Games Published in Denmark in 1998] by Lisbeth Schierbeck and Bo Carstens, 1999, is avail- 
able on the web site: www.medieraadet.dk (in Danish). 
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Classifications of 
Interactive Electronic Media 

Jan Christofferson 



With the rise of interactive electronic media, such as video- and computer games, 
national content legislation has become increasingly scarce, due in part to the 
fact that the forms of distribution defy traditional territorial borders. The Internet, 
where many games are available, is the most apparent example. Another reas- 
on for the relative scarcity of national legislation on interactive electronic games 
is that they are fundamentally different from traditional media, for example, 
film and television, in that: 

• their content must be unravelled in an active process. 

• their content can also vary depending on the player, her/his skill and fa- 
miliarity with gameplay, etc. 

• video- and computer games tend to be massive; certain games can take 
days, even weeks to complete. 

These factors make the classification process extremely time-consuming and 
place high demands on the persons doing the classifying. 

Some countries have included video- and computer games in their tradi- 
tional film classification and related legislation, one example being Australia, 
but these countries are in the minority. Australia has incorporated mandatory 
classification of all video- and computer games — games that are refused clas- 
sification may not be distributed at all in Australia. If a person should be found 
guilty of publicly selling or demonstrating a game that has been refused classi- 
fication - even on a small scale - he or she could spend up to two years in 
prison. If he or she sells a ’’commercial quantity” of such a game, a ten-year 
sentence is possible. (For Australian classification of electronic games, see fur- 
ther the articles by Ask et al. and by Durkin & Low in this book.) 

However, Australia’s regulated censorship and restrictive legislation in this 
respect must be considered an exception. Most countries where electronic games 
have a wide distribution seem to have adapted to the various industry and non- 
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profit organisations that supply content rating globally. There is a multitude of 
classification providers with varying incentives and motives for their activity. 
The US has a tradition of strong non-profit organisations based on certain inter- 
ests. The US is also leading the development of on-line filtering and computer 
game classification. As for Japan, the leading country of the world in the indus- 
try of video games, classification started only recently. In 1997, the Computer 
Entertainment Software Association (CESA), a large Japanese organisation for 
the video game software industry, produced a code for voluntary restraint of 
harmful software and decided to demand that companies not sell software that 
violated the code unless the contents are modified. In September 1999, CESA 
also started labelling software products with severe violence (see further the 
chapter by Sakamoto in this book). 

Due to the fact that few countries have a national content rating system and 
that the games are distributed globally with few variations regarding their ac- 
tual content, this text will look at the well-known games and the rating symbols 
appearing on them. Most popular games have more than one classification 
system represented on their packaging. This is an overview of the most prolific 
classification organisations in the US and Europe: 



ESRB (Entertainment Software Rating Board) 

Based in: USA 

Type of organisation: ’’the ESRB is an independent board that has, with the sup- 
port of the industry, developed a standardized rating system for interactive 
entertainment software products” (ESRB’s website at: http://www.esrb.com, Feb- 
ruary 2000). 



Type of symbols: 




Comments: The ESRB classification system is one of the most ambitious and 
extensive appearing on the market today. In addition to symbols indicating the 
appropriate consumer ages in relation to content, the system includes ’’content 
descriptors” regarding violence, language, sexual content, gaming (i.e., "bet- 
ting”), use of tobacco and alcohol, use of drugs, informational (i.e., ’’educa- 
tional”) material and ’’edutainment”. These content descriptors are rated in sev- 
eral steps depending on the level of explicitness and amount of, e.g., sex or 
violence. 

The ESRB classifications appear on many of the most popular games on the 
American and European markets. 
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USK (Unterhaltungssoftware SelbstKontrolle) 

Based in: Germany 

Type of organisation: ’’The USK is an institution for voluntary self-regulation in 
the entertainment software industry under the joint responsibility of the Asso- 
ciation for the Support of Young People and Social Work (fjs) and the Associa- 
tion of Entertainment Software in Germany (VUD)” (USK’s website at: http:// 
www.usk.de, February 2000). 



Type of symbols: 

Comments: USK utilises simple symbols like ESRB, but instead of using addi- 
tional content descriptors, all information deemed relevant is incorporated into 
the symbols. USK claims to cover 90 percent of the sales in PC entertainment 
software in Germany. In any case, its symbols frequently appear on games for 
sale in Europe and certainly on those in Germany. 




ELSPA (Entertainment Leisure Software Publishers Association) 



Based in: Great Britain 

Type of organisation: Self-regulation body similar to USK. It is a voluntary indus- 
try-based organisation. 




Comments: ELSPA has the highest penetration of all classification organisations 
in Europe, and its symbols can be found on most games distributed there. The 
ratings relate only ”to the content of the product and its viewing suitability, not 
its playability or difficulty” (VSC’s website at: http://www.videostandards.org.uk, 
February 2000. VSC, The Video Standards Council, co-operates with and acts as 
a ’’father organisation” for ELSPA). 
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ELSPA has also become the guiding classification system for some Euro- 
pean countries, among others Denmark and Sweden. In the case of Denmark, 
it was recently decided that no additional national rating would be implemented, 
due to the fact that ELSPA s classification symbols appear on most of the games 
distributed in Denmark. 



MDTS (Multimedia, Dator- och TV-spel) 

Based in: Sweden 

Type of organisation: union of publishers, producers and distributors of multi- 
media, computer games and video games in Sweden. 



Comments: MDTS has only national penetration thus far and they follow ELSPA’s 
ratings. 



BBFC (British Board of Film Classification) 

Based in: Great Britain 

Type of organisation: ’’The British Board of Film Classification is an independent, 
non-governmental body, which for over eighty years has exercised responsi- 
bilities over the cinema which by law belong exclusively to the local authori- 
ties” (BBFC’s website at: http://www.bbfc.co.uk, February 2000). 



Type of symbols: 

Comments: The BBFC is an organisation similar to the MPAA in USA, i.e., it is a 
non-governmental body, but has come to function as the national standard in 
film classification and legislative implementation. In addition to film and video 
classification, the board also supplies ratings for computer games. The BBFC 
ratings have a considerable penetration in Europe and their symbols can be 
found alongside ELSPA’s on many games distributed in Europe. 



Type of symbols: 
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Classifications of Interactive Electronic Media 



A multitude of labels 

As can be gathered from this overview, video/computer games often have more 
than one rating symbol on the packaging. This can be very confusing if the 
ratings do not match. Considering that the video- and computer games market 
is relatively ’’young”, this will probably change in the future. Certain classifica- 
tion systems will grow and others will disappear, resulting in a more stable and 
reliable situation for the consumer. There is little indication of countries apply- 
ing national legislation in this respect; instead they seem to prefer self-regula- 
tion on the part of industry. 
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Effects of Sexual Content in the Media 
on Children and Adolescents 
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In the United States, media effects have been demonstrated for many aspects of 
social behavior, including aggression, social stereotyping, prosocial behavior, 
and social attitudes. Effects of television violence have been studied exten- 
sively, and most social scientists agree that exposure to violent television has a 
causal effect on aggressive behavior (cf. Comstock, 1991; Huston et al., 1992). 
By contrast, the effects of sexual content have received relatively little attention 
from researchers. Despite only a small body of evidence supporting a link 
between sex in the media and children and adolescent sexuality, there are 
strong theoretical reasons to believe that media can play an especially impor- 
tant role in the socialization of sexual knowledge, attitudes and behaviors. 

The purpose of this article is to review what is known about the relations 
of entertainment media to sexual development during childhood and adoles- 
cence in the United States. First, we examine what sexual content is available to 
children in entertainment media in order to understand what types of portray- 
als may influence sexual development. Second, we briefly review a number of 
theoretical frameworks in which to approach the study of media effects on 
sexuality. We then present what is known about the link between media and 
sexuality based on experimental and correlational studies. Fourth, we consider 
moderating influences that affect how children respond to sexual content. We 
conclude with a discussion of the inherent difficulties in doing research on 
media effects on child and adolescent sexuality. 



Sexual content in the media 

Children watch a great deal of adult programming, and there has been a steady 
increase in the frequency and explicitness of sexual content on broadcast tele- 
vision. Young people have access to a much wider range of video content as 
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well as to other entertainment media than they did in the early 1980s. Many of 
these portrayals show glamorous, young individuals with whom many children 
and adolescents are likely to identify. Young people in this age range often 
name media figures as the people whom they would like to emulate. Finally, 
the United States has not moved very far toward providing sex education or 
other sources of sexual information for young people, leaving them to get 
sexual information largely from peers and mass media. 

Most researchers who examine sexual content in the media have concen- 
trated on entertainment television, particularly prime-time programming, soap 
operas, and music videos, but, in recent years, they have expanded to other 
genres and other media, including talk shows, magazines, advertising, film/ 
movies, and news. Definitions of sexual content include verbal references to 
sexual activity, innuendo, implied sexual activity, and visual presentation. 

Prime-time television and soap operas 

Studies of prime-time television and soap operas have demonstrated that over 
the last 20 years, references to heterosexual intercourse have increased and 
have become much more explicit (Kunkel, Cope, & Colvin, 1996). In a recent 
content analysis of all network prime-time programs, more than two-thirds of 
the programs contained either talk about sex or actual sexual behavior with an 
average of more than 5 scenes per hour (Kunkel et al., 1999). Despite the 
increase in sexual content, the “messages” have remained relatively unchanged: 
(1) Sexual behavior typically takes place between two adults who are not mar- 
ried to each other (Greenberg, Graef, Fernandez-Collado, Korzenny, & Atkin, 
1980; Lowry & Shidler, 1993; Sapolsky, 1982; Sapolsky & Taberlet, 1991). (2) 
The potential consequences of sexual intercourse are rarely addressed; preg- 
nancy, contraception, and sexually transmitted diseases are generally absent 
from character dialogue and portrayals are superficial when they are discussed 
(Greenberg & Busselle, 1996; Kunkel, Cope, & Colvin, 1996; Lowry & Shidler, 
19?3; Lowry & Towles, 1989a, 1989b; Sapolsky & Taberlet, 1991). In a recent 
analysis of all programs with sexual content, only 9 percent included any men- 
tion of risks and responsibility (Kunkel et ah, 1999)- (3) Talk about sex is more 
common than physical depictions, and when instances of sexual intercourse 
occur, they are often implied rather than being visually portrayed (Kunkel et ah, 
1999; Kunkel, Cope, & Colvin, 1996). (4) The importance of “physical attractive- 
ness as an asset” is emphasized for both males and females (Ward, 1995). 

Music videos 

Channels specializing in music videos such as Music Television (MTV), Video- 
Hits One (VH-1), Black Entertainment Television (BET), and Country Music 
Television (CMT) target preadolescent, adolescent and young adult audiences. 
Music videos may be especially influential sources of sexual information for 
adolescents because they combine visuals of popular musicians with the music; 
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many of these visual elements are implicitly or explicitly sexual (Brown & Steele, 
1995). 

Videos frequently combine sexuality with violence or aggression (Baxter, 
De Riemer, Landini, Leslie, & Singletary, 1985; Sherman 8c Dominick, 1986), and 
with objectification and sex-role stereotyping (Seidman, 1992; Sommers-Flanagan, 
Sommers-Flanagan, 8c Davis, 1993). Visual presentations of sexual intimacy ap- 
peared in more than 75 percent of a sample of “concept” videos. A “concept” 
video is described as a video mini-movie or mini-melodrama, in which the 
video interprets or embellishes the song. Eighty-one percent of those concept 
videos that contained violence also portrayed sexual imagery (Sherman 8c 
Dominick, 1986). In a sample of MTV videos, females wore revealing clothing 
and initiated and received sexual advances more often than did males (Seidman, 

1992) . The lyrics and visual content used in videos vary widely depending on 
their genre (Tapper, Thorson, 8c Black, 1994). Rap music is particularly explicit 
about both sex and violence (Brown & Steele, 1995), and MTV frequently shows 
combinations of aggression, sex-role stereotypes, and sexual imagery. Country 
music videos (CMT) also use sexual images, but common themes include break- 
ups/divorce, dating, and romantic love. 

Movies 

Adolescents see movies in theaters, and the same movies are soon available on 
pay TV channels and video tape. Many of these movies are “R-rated” (i.e., 
restricted, under 17 requires accompanying parent or adult guardian), and they 
contain more frequent and more explicit portrayals of sexual behavior than 
broadcast TV — an average of 17.5 per film in one analysis (Greenberg et al., 

1993) . Like television, the most frequent sexual activity shown is unmarried 
sexual intercourse. Sex is often in the context of profanity, alcohol and drug 
use, and nudity. 

Summary 

Thus far, we have established that children and adolescents growing up in the 
United States today have numerous opportunities for exposure to sexual con- 
tent in the media. In fact, a parent would be hard-pressed to protect a child 
from any such content. Moreover, children and young adolescents are often 
intensely curious about sex. They frequently seek information from both print 
and electronic media, and they use many forms of these media extensively. We 
turn now to our central question: How are young people affected by media 
sexual content? 



Media effects 

Many have argued that mass media are a particularly important resource for 
sexual information because parents provide little information and schools tend 
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to emphasize a biological approach with little attention to romance and inter- 
personal relationships (Brown, Walsh-Childers, & Waszak, 1990; Strasburger, 
1989; Strouse & Fabes, 1985). In one early investigation, family variables ex- 
erted no influence on an individual’s sexual self-evaluation, but media and 
peers were significant influences (Courtright & Baran, 1980). We first provide a 
brief overview of the theories of media influence, then review the small body 
of empirical literature. 

Theory 

Sexual messages in the mass media can have both immediate and long-term 
effects. Viewing a television program may change a person’s immediate state by 
inducing arousal, leading to inhibition of impulses, or activating thoughts or 
associations. It may also contribute to enduring learned patterns of behavior, 
cognitive schemas and scripts (organized representations of event sequences 
or expectations) about sexual interactions, attitudes, and beliefs about the real 
world. 

Immediate effects are the focus of Zillmann’s arousal theory. According to 
that theory, if television content produces emotional and physiological arousal, 
some type of behavior is likely to follow. Whether or not that behavior is “sexual” 
depends on both the personality of the viewer and the environmental circum- 
stances. Because arousal is nonspecific, it can also lead to aggression, altruism, 
or other forms of behavior if the conditions are conducive to those behaviors. 

Theories based on observational learning and information processing em- 
phasize lasting effects of exposure to media content. Bandura’s observational 
learning theory suggests that children will learn not only the mechanics of 
sexual behavior, but the contexts, motives and consequences portrayed. They 
will attend to and learn from models who are attractive, powerful, rewarded, 
and similar to themselves. Children do not usually act immediately on what 
they learn from television; instead, they store such knowledge to be used when 
their own circumstances elicit it. 

Berkowitz’s cognitive neoassociationist theory was proposed as a way of 
understanding effects of violent content, but it appears equally applicable to 
sexual content. Although similar to observational learning theory in many re- 
spects, the theory gives a central place to the viewer’s emotional responses as 
the links between learned media content and later behavior. As emotional re- 
sponses to sexual content are likely to be intense, this idea seems especially 
pertinent to “effects” of such content. 

Huesmann argues that children learn social and sexual schemas and scripts 
for sexual interactions from exposure to television. This view implies that it is 
important to examine what is learned about the circumstances for sexual activ- 
ity, communication, negotiation, and decision-making. Scripts and schemas 
learned in childhood have particular importance because children do not have 
well-developed ideas and understandings of sexuality. Content viewed later 
may modify such schemas or reinforce them, but will not have quite the “pri- 
macy” of what was initially learned. Cultivation theory (Signorielli & Morgan, 
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1990) also predicts that mass media convey images of socially normative behavior 
and that children absorb impressions and assumptions about who, when, how 
often, under what circumstances sexual interactions occur. 

All of these theories recognize that media “effects” are not unidirectional. 
Children are not just recipients of media messages; they choose the content to 
which they are exposed, and they interpret the content within their own frames 
of reference. But, some theories give prime importance to the active nature of 
viewers in selecting and using media. From this viewpoint, “effects” result from 
availability of content to serve different functions and from understanding the 
viewer’s interactions with the medium. 

Cognitive developmental theory is especially important for the topic of 
sexuality because of the very large age differences in both comprehension and 
interest in sex. Collins’ research on children’s understanding of violent content 
has demonstrated that children interpret media content according to their level 
of cognitive development generally and their knowledge about the content 
more specifically. One would expect children in late childhood, early, and 
middle adolescence to interpret and react to media content very differently. 

In the communications field, “uses and gratifications” theories emphasize 
that people use media to serve different functions. If we want to understand 
the “effects” of sexual content, we must know why a child or adolescent views 
it. Is that individual looking for information, for arousal (either alone or with a 
partner), for rebellion (forbidden fruit), or for something else? 

Experimental studies 

The ideal method for establishing a causal relationship of media exposure to 
child outcomes is the experiment. The few experimental studies measuring 
attitudes and knowledge in this area show some differences between adoles- 
cents exposed to media sex and a control group not shown the same fare. For 
example, boys and girls who were exposed to content portraying pre-, extra or 
non-marital sexual relations rated these portrayals as significantly less bad than 
did their peers who viewed either sexual relations between married partners or 
non-sexual relations between adults (Bryant & Rockwell, 1994). In another 
study, young adolescents who watched selected scenes from television pro- 
grams containing sexual content learned the meaning of the language used to 
refer to sexual activities such as homosexuality and prostitution (Greenberg, 
Linsangan, & Soderman, 1993). Exposure to music videos led teenagers to state 
that premarital sex is more acceptable compared to those teens who were not 
exposed (Greeson & Williams, 1987). Students who were shown programs con- 
taining basic sex information (menstruation and reproduction) knew more fac- 
tual information than students who were not shown the videos (Greenberg, 
Perry, & Covert, 1983). 

While most of the sexual portrayals on prime time programs or in soap 
operas are not pornographic, many children and adolescents have access to 
explicitly erotic or pornographic materials. Experiments exposing individuals 
to pornography have not been conducted with adolescents for ethical reasons, 
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but studies with young adults generally find that pornography that is combined 
with violence leads men to hold more callous attitudes about rape and sexual 
coercion (Zillman, 1982; Donnerstein & Linz, 1986). Whether sexual content 
without violence has these effects is less clear. Some find that massive experi- 
mental exposure to non-violent erotic material leads men (and to some extent 
women) to be more callous towards women’s issues and sexuality (Zillmann & 
Bryant, 1982). Others have found a desensitization toward violence in general 
and sexual violence in particular only after viewing explicit sexual content 
containing violence. Participants exposed to explicit sexual content without 
accompanying violence did not become desensitized (Linz, Donnerstein, & 
Penrod, 1988; Linz, Donnerstein, & Adams, 1989). 

Correlational studies 

Correlational studies do not permit causal inference, but they do allow assess- 
ment of ways in which naturally occurring media use is related to sexual know- 
ledge, attitudes, and behavior. Teenagers who chose TV diets containing a lot 
of sexual content were more likely than those who viewed a smaller proportion 
of sexual content on television to have engaged in sexual intercourse. Because 
of the cross-sectional nature of the study, it is unclear whether viewing sexy 
television contributed to a teen’s decision to engage in intercourse (Brown & 
Newcomer, 1991). In a longitudinal design, Peterson, Moore, & Furstenberg 
(1991) found no evidence that amount or content of television viewing re- 
ported by early adolescents predicted early initiation of intercourse, but the 
measures of viewing were quite superficial. Strouse, Buerkel-Rothfuss, & Long 
(1995) found a positive correlation between music video exposure and atti- 
tudes about premarital sex, especially for females. 

Television may also influence adolescents’ beliefs about social context and 
the consequences of sexuality. For example, compared to those who do not 
watch soap operas, soap opera viewers believed that single mothers had rela- 
tively easy lives: they have good jobs, are educated and do not live in poverty. 
Viewers also were more likely than non-viewers to believe that a single moth- 
er’s male friends will be important in their children’s lives (Larson, 1996). If 
single motherhood is glorified, marriage is not. There is a positive relationship 
between viewing television and ambivalence towards happy marriage as a way 
of life (Signorielli, 1991). 

Television and other media may also influence adolescents’ sexual vulner- 
ability indirectly by the messages concerning physical attractiveness and the 
ideal body. Women’s bodies are frequendy used in advertisements to sell a 
variety of products to both men and women (Henderson-King & Henderson- 
King, 1997). The media provide images of an unattainable “ideal” that may have 
a cumulative effect on individuals’ satisfaction with their appearance. In several 
experiments, adolescents were shown slides of models who were thin, aver- 
age, or large. Those who saw thin models had lower self-evaluations and body 
dissatisfaction than those shown models with other body types (Irving, 1990; 
McElroy, 1994; Stice et al. 1994 cited in Kalodner, 1997). Repeated exposure to 
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such images may lead some adolescents to extremes of dieting and eating 
disorders. Although females are thought to be especially vulnerable to such 
media messages, males may be affected as well. 

Factors moderating the effect of viewing sex 

How sex on television affects young people’s attitudes, knowledge and behavior 
may depend on age, gender, parental involvement, perceptions of reality, and 
reasons for media use, to name only a few possibilities. The appeal and charac- 
teristics of the media presentation are also likely to affect how it influences 
young viewers. 

Age 

There are developmental differences in understanding and interest in television 
portrayals of sexuality. For example, 14- and l6-year olds had a better under- 
standing of televised sexual innuendoes than did 12-year olds (Silverman- Watkins 
& Sprafkin, 1983). However, in a focus group of 8-12 year olds who viewed 
various clips portraying sexual topics, most of the children (even the youngest 
ones) understood that the clips were sexual in nature. Most jokes and innuen- 
dos about sex were understood by 10-12 year olds, but the younger children 
(8-10 year olds) were often uncomfortable with portrayals of intimacy and sexu- 
ality in the clips (Kaiser Family Foundation & Children Now, 1996). In an eth- 
nographic study of 11-15 year old girls, girls who were least interested in sexual 
content in the media were the least physically mature and were least likely to 
have had an intimate relationship with a boy (Brown, White, & Nikopoulou, 
1993). The most physically mature girls had some experience with romance and 
were often critical of media sexual portrayals. In the middle was a group of girls 
who actively sought out media messages and were interested in teen characters 
and how they solved problems similar to ones that the teens themselves were 
experiencing. 

Gender 

There is some evidence that girls use the media to learn about interpersonal 
relationships more than do boys. Girls reflected about a video about teen preg- 
nancy more than boys did (Thompson, Walsh-Childers, & Brown, 1993), and 
females were more likely to enjoy sexual content than boys (Greenberg, 
Linsangan, & Soderman, 1993). 

Parent involvement 

Parent involvement in adolescent television viewing could moderate the rela- 
tionship between viewing and initiating intercourse. Adolescents who do not 
discuss television with their parents have higher rates of intercourse compared 
to those who do discuss television content with their parents (Peterson, Moore, 
& Furstenberg, 1991). Family communication patterns (concept-orientation ver- 
sus socio-orientation) seem to influence the way adolescents make inferences 
and draw connections about sexual media (Thompson, Walsh-Childers, & Brown, 
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1993)- Socio-orientation is defined as the extent to which deference and con- 
formity is stressed in families, whereas concept-orientation is the extent to which 
questioning of ideas is stressed in families. Strouse, Buerkel-Rothfuss, & Long 
(1995) found that the relationship between music video exposure and premari- 
tal sexual permissiveness for females was much stronger in unsatisfactory home 
environments than for females in satisfactory home environments. 

Perceived realism and use of media 

Most theories predict that media messages will be most influential if children or 
adolescents perceive them as realistic and valuable guides to behavior. Adoles- 
cents do understand that television portrays romance and sexuality in ways that 
omit some of the real-life issues such as contraception. But, adolescents who 
use television to learn about social relationships believe that TV portrayals are 
more realistic than do other adolescents (Truglio, 1992). In cases where teen- 
agers have little other knowledge about sexuality, media may create expecta- 
tions. Teenagers were most likely to be dissatisfied with their first intercourse 
experience if they considered media messages to be accurate and if they per- 
ceived television characters to be their sexual superiors. On the other hand, 
teens who reported satisfaction with their initial coital experience reported that 
they perceived TV portrayals of sex as accurate (Baran, 1976a), and students 
who believed that media characters experienced high levels of sexual satisfac- 
tion reported being less satisfied with their own state of virginity (Baran, 1976b). 

Appeal and quality 

Messages that people perceive as high quality seem to have a greater impact on 
beliefs and attitudes than those they judge to be of low quality (Duck, Terry, & 
Hogg, 1995). The typical portrayals of non-marital sex may be more appealing 
than those of marital intercourse. For example, when shown a collection of 
clips, adolescents enjoyed married intercourse scenes the least and considered 
them least funny and least sexy while they thought unmarried intercourse scenes 
were the sexiest (Greenberg, Linsangan, & Soderman, 1993)- In another study 
using sexual clips, young children said that their favorites were ones that gave 
prosocial messages such as using contraception and postponing sex until one 
is ready (KFF & Children Now, 1996). 

A summary of research findings 

There are good theoretical reasons to believe that television and other media 
can play an important role in educating children and adolescents about sexual- 
ity. Media portrayals surround children, and young people are intensely inter- 
ested in sexuality, romance, and relationships. The few experimental studies 
show that television has the potential to change viewers’ attitudes and know- 
ledge. Correlational designs provide weak evidence that television viewing is 
linked with sexual behavior and beliefs, but the measures of viewing are crude 
at best. There is also some evidence that such personal factors as interest in 
sexual content, level of understanding, perceived reality, and parental media- 
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tion modify the influence of sexual messages. Much more empirical work is 
needed to substantiate the claim that naturally occurring sexual content in the 
media actually does cause changes in attitudes, beliefs and behaviors. What 
those changes are need to be examined as a function of what individuals are 
watching, the messages they are receiving, how they are interpreting them, and 
other factors that influence a young person’s sexual personae. 



Problems with conducting sexuality research 

There are several inherent problems in doing research on children’s and ado- 
lescents’ knowledge, attitudes toward and behavior regarding sexual media 
content and sexuality, which may partially explain why research in this area is 
sparse. The broad outline of these issues can be subsumed under several gen- 
eral principles regarding: (1) use of human subjects concerns in the United 
States which have been articulated by the Department of Health and Human 
Services Belmont Report and how various institutional research boards (IRBs) 
interpret these general guidelines; and (2) the specific issue of gaining parental 
consent when adolescents are the subjects in a study. 

Current federal regulations concerning research on adolescent health is- 
sues (under which sexuality research would fall) are outlined generally in the 
Belmont Report (National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of 
Biomedical and Behavioral Research, 1978). These regulations include a sec- 
tion outlining special considerations in conducting research with children and 
adolescents. For the purposes of federal guidelines, a child is anyone below the 
legal age of consent, age 18. Many issues, however, are not addressed directly 
in these guidelines and require individual IRBs to interpret the ethics of various 
research practices. 

In general terms, the underlying principle guiding regulation of research 
practices is that the researchers show respect for the persons involved in the 
research. For children and adolescents, this means insuring protection of their 
rights and welfare. The second ethical principle is beneficence; that is, the 
researcher should do no harm to the subjects, and indeed the researcher should 
maximize the possible benefits and minimize possible harm to the subjects. 
The third ethical principle for conducting research on human subjects involves 
that of justice, or the requirement that individuals who are “vulnerable” receive 
special protections and “individuals who are vulnerable be protected from bearing 
the burdens of participation in research without appropriate justification; moreo- 
ver, their access to the benefits of research are to be facilitated” (Levine, 1995). 

The researcher who attempts experimental work in the domain of sexual 
content and sexual behavior cannot ethically devise an experimental manipula- 
tion that will cause a subject to actually engage in potentially risky behaviors. 
Furthermore, with underage subjects there is the question of the types of sexual 
materials that would be permissible for viewing. Thus, social science research 
could continually be subject to the criticism that it is impossible to investigate 
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adequately the effects of sexual content because it (1) requires that the experi- 
menter create exactly the kind of behavior that no researcher in a laboratory 
may seek to cause and (2) no real-world observer can hope to witness system- 
atically. 

Research on adolescent sexuality involves a range of ethical questions re- 
garding the appropriateness of showing adolescents sexually-explicit stimuli, 
the use of language to elicit responses (colloquial or not, as well as the use of 
special ethnic or language minority terms), and providing subjects with ap- 
propriate debriefings or follow-up information after research participation. Again, 
the guidelines to insure respect for individuals, beneficence and justice should 
be considered. However, research practices may be influenced by individual 
IRBs’ preferences for certain kinds of protections of children, the various local 
community (or school districts) concerns about dealing with sexual issues in 
schools, and the particular political climate of the community and state in which 
the research is being conducted. 

Even if a research study involving media effects on sexuality is approved 
by an Institutional Review Board, there may be issues regarding parental con- 
sent. When respondents are children under age 18, consent must also be ob- 
tained from their legally authorized representative, who is usually the parent. If 
active parental consent is required, and it usually is when topics of sexuality are 
discussed, this may pose special constraints on conducting research on adoles- 
cents sexuality. It may be difficult to gain parental consent from families of high 
risk adolescents in particular. 



Conclusions 

There is need for an accumulated body of systematic studies using a variety of 
methods, interdisciplinary teams of investigators, and a variety of populations. 
Given the paucity of available studies and the need to develop a systematic 
research base, no one grand study will provide definitive answers. In the do- 
main of media violence research, for example, our conclusions about effects 
rest on many studies using multiple methods and multiple populations, accu- 
mulated over many years. Similarly, the answers about sexual content in the 
media will not be obtained simply or quickly. Nonetheless, we must begin to 
accumulate a serious, systematic research base that could serve as a catalyst to 
stimulate further research and provide a solid foundation for understanding 
media sexual content effects. 
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It is well established that the stories children and adolescents watch on televi- 
sion can influence their lives in important ways. Heavy exposure to violent 
depictions can lead to a heightened risk of adopting aggressive attitudes and 
behaviors. Product purchase decisions are shaped significantly by TV advertis- 
ing campaigns. Similarly, media portrayals involving sexuality can contribute to 
the sexual socialization of young people. 

Many societal factors shape the socialization process by which young peo- 
ple develop their beliefs and attitudes about sex, and ultimately their patterns 
of sexual behavior. The role of parents and peers, among others, is certainly 
important, but influence from the media environment is also a factor. Media 
portrayals surround children and adolescents, and young people are naturally 
interested in learning about romance, relationships, and sexuality. 

While many questions remain to be answered regarding the relative degree 
of influence from media as compared to other sources, we can be reasonably 
confident that television portrayals do exert an effect on adolescent sexual 
socialization. As adolescents are grappling with questions such as “When should 
I start having sex?” and “What will my friends think of me if I do or if I don’t?”, 
they inevitably encounter stories on television which speak to sexual issues. 
Identifying patterns in the portrayal of sex on television in the United States 
was the goal of the study reported in brief here. 

In this research, a composite week of programming from the 1997-98 tele- 
vision season was sampled for each of ten of the most frequently viewed na- 
tional broadcast and cable channels, yielding a total of 942 programs. These 
programs were evaluated for sexually-related talk and behavior using scientific 
content analysis techniques. Portrayals involving sexual themes were assessed 
on a range of contextual variables likely to shape the meaning of the depictions 
for viewers. 
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Results 

The findings indicate that more than half (56%) of all programs examined con- 
tained some sexual content. Some of these shows included only minor refer- 
ences to sexual topics, but most of them (39% of all programs) contained one 
or more scenes with a substantial emphasis on sex. Across all of the programs 
that presented sexual material, there was an average of 3.2 scenes per hour 
involving sex. Clearly, sexual talk and behaviors are a common element in 
American television programming, and many programs that include sexual 
messages devote substantial attention to the topic. 

Talk about sex is more common on television than the actual portrayal of 
any sexual behaviors. For example, programs were more than twice as likely to 
contain talk about sex (54% of all programs) than to contain sexual behavior 
(23% of all programs). In our sample of nearly 1,000 programs, we observed 
1,719 scenes of talk about sex, compared to 420 scenes with sexual behavior. 
Most of the sexual behavior depicted tended to be precursory in nature (such 
as physical flirting and kissing), although intercourse was depicted or strongly 
implied in 7 percent of the programs in the sample. These programs rarely 
include explicit depictions in which nudity is shown, but nonetheless clearly 
convey that sexual intercourse is either imminent or actually occurring. 

Figure 1 shows the percentage of programs within different genres that 
contain some sexual content. 

One of the most important contextual factors likely to shape the socializing 
effects of sexual portrayals is the extent to which the risks and responsibilities 
associated with human sexual activity are included. In this study, we measured 
the presence of three possible types of themes concerning the risks or respon- 
sibilities of sexual behavior: (1) sexual patience : waiting until a relationship 



Figure 1. Percentage of programs that contain sexual content, by genre 

Percent 
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matures and both people are equally ready to engage in sex; (2) sexual precau- 
tion-. pursuing efforts to prevent AIDS, STDs (sexually transmitted diseases), 
and/or unwanted pregnancy when sexually active; and (3) depiction of risks 
and/or negative consequences of irresponsible sexual behavior. Sexual encoun- 
ters that are presented without any of these contextual elements certainly con- 
vey a much different message to the audience, and in particular to young view- 
ers, than portrayals that include such elements. 

In analyzing programs for this study, each scene involving any sexual con- 
tent was evaluated for any mention or depiction of these themes. Only 4 per- 
cent of all scenes with sexual content incorporated any message about the risks 
or responsibilities of sexual activity. Of these cases, about half (or 2% overall) 
made such topics an important focus within a single scene. Of particular note is 
the finding that none of the 88 scenes that contained sexual intercourse in- 
cluded even a passing reference to sexual risks or responsibilities. 

The study also evaluated whether each program considered as a whole 
placed strong emphasis on any theme about the possible risks or responsibili- 
ties of sexual behavior. This analysis indicates that programs with a primary 
emphasis on risk and responsibility themes were extremely rare, representing 
only 1 percent of all shows on television that contained any sexual content. As 
was the case with the scene-level data, the program-level analysis found that 
none of the 70 programs in the study that included portrayals of intercourse 
behavior featured a strong emphasis on risk and responsibility concerns through- 
out the show. 

To summarize, risk and responsibility messages are not often presented in 
conjunction with the treatment of sexual topics on American television. When 
they are included, they do not tend to receive strong emphasis in a program 
overall. In addition, messages of risk and responsibility seem particularly lack- 
ing in those programs that portray intercourse behaviors, arguably the most 
salient context in which such messages might appear. 



Conclusion 

Sexual content is a common aspect of the overall television landscape in the 
United States. Portrayals of talk about sex, as well as sexually-related behaviors, 
are a potential source of socialization for most young viewers. Although most 
sexual behaviors shown on television are relatively modest, intercourse is fre- 
quently included. Collectively, these sexual messages provide an opportunity 
for the television industry to communicate an important and realistic view of 
the true risks associated with human sexual activity. Our research suggests that 
this opportunity has not yet been tapped very often by most segments of the 
industry. The pattern of sexual portrayals identified in this research raises con- 
cern that young viewers may be influenced to take sexual health precautions 
less seriously given their lack of consideration on television. 
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Note 

The study reported here was supported by the Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation of Menlo Park, CA. 
Full copies of the report are available from the foundation through its web site at www.kff.org 
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Does Pornography Influence 
Sexual Activities? 

Margareta Forsberg 



In 1971, Sweden became the second country in the world (only Denmark was 
earlier) to legalize pornography. However, it must be stressed that in 1978 child 
pornography was put under criminal code in Sweden, and a few years later the 
same occurred with media content presenting sexual violence and coercion. 

Since the beginning of the 1970’s, technological development has been 
very fast. In the middle of the 1980’s, it was still necessary to walk into a 
video shop or cinema to be able to watch a pornographic movie. Today, 
porno films are available to anyone with access to the Internet or cable 
television. 

This raises many questions. What influence does the access to pornogra- 
phy have on young people in the beginning of their adolescent or adult 
sexual life? Does it have an impact on them, or is this only a discussion 
influenced by moral panic among parents and other adults? 



Research findings 

Contemporary Swedish research in the field is still very limited, but some stud- 
ies carried out in the 1990’s give us a picture of connections between consump- 
tion of pornography and certain sexual activities. In this context it must be 
remembered that since the 1950’s sexuality and relationships have been in- 
cluded in the Swedish school curriculum and, according to some studies, Swedish 
young people consider the school to be their prime source of information on 
these issues. There are indications that in other countries with access to por- 
nography but without school education in sexuality/relationships, pornogra- 
phy plays a larger part as an information source for youth. 

What the few Swedish research findings show is, firstly, that men, and 
especially younger men, consume pornography to a greater extent than women 
do. Despite this fact, we notice that young women have more experience in 
viewing pornography than do older men (Table 1). 



Margareta Forsberg 



Table 1. Men and women in different age groups who have seen porno- 
graphic film during the last year (1996) (%) 



A9 es Men Women 



18-24 years (n = 412) 


76 


35 


25-34 years (n = 626) 


59 


24 


35-49 years (n = 819) 


50 


21 


50-65 years (n = 605) 


33 


7 


66-74 years (n= 192) 


14 


2 



Source: Sex i Sverige [Sex in Sweden]. National Institute of Public Health, 1998. 



In this study, Sex i Sverige (Sex in Sweden), published by the National Institute 
of Public Health, it is also stated that when women/girls look at pornography, 
it is often on the initiative and in the company of men/boys. Thus, 75 per cent 
of the women who in the study answered that they had seen a porno film 
during the last year had done so in the company of a man, and 25 per cent had 
done it alone. Matching numbers for the men were 50 per cent each. Sixty per 
cent of the men also agreed that “pornography can be very stimulating”, while 
only 30 per cent of the women agreed. 

Furthermore, the same study reveals connections between sexual activities, 
such as oral and anal sex, and pornography consumption (Tables 2 and 3). 



Table 2. Share of men who have seen a porno film and who have experi- 
ence of oral sex, vibrator sex (i.e., dildo) and anal sex, respec- 
tively (1996) (%) 



Have seen pomo film 



Have been “giving” 
oral sex 
No Yes 



Have been “giving” 
vibrator sex 
No Yes 



Have had 
anal sex 
No Yes 



No 


68 


32 


99 


1 


Yes 


18 


82 


81 


19 



99 1 

77 23 



Source: Sex i Sverige [Sex in Sweden]. National Institute of Public Health, 1998. 



Table 3. Share of women who have seen a porno film and who have experi- 
ence of oral sex, vibrator sex (i.e., dildo) and anal sex, respec- 
tively (1996) (%) 



Have been “giving” 
oral sex 

Have seen porno film No Yes 



Have been “giving” Have had 

vibrator sex anal sex 

No Yes No Yes 



No 


53 


47 


Yes 


14 


86 



100 


0 


95 


5 


93 


7 


72 


28 



Source: Sex i Sverige [ Sex in Sweden]. National Institute of Public Health, 1998. 
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The connection in itself does not necessarily mean that the activities mentioned 
in the tables are inspired only by watching pornography. It could also be that a 
group of highly experimental people is trying a large variety of sexually related 
activities, of which watching porno films is one and anal intercourse, for in- 
stance, is another. Furthermore, having experience with anal intercourse is not 
the same as having integrated anal intercourse as a frequent part of one’s sex 
life. The experience reported in the investigation could also be a one-time 
experience. 

Nevertheless, it is hard to ignore the connection between, for example, 
frequency of anal intercourse among people who have been watching porno, 
and the fact that anal intercourse is a very common act in pornographic 
movies. 

According to another study on young Swedish women, 57 per cent of the 
women who had been watching porno thought that this had not influenced 
their sexual habits at all. Only 5 per cent thought it had had a large impact on 
their sex life. 

On the other hand, the young women thought that “others” were more 
likely to get influenced by watching porno than themselves. According to the 
results, 22 per cent thought that “others” were influenced “to a large extent” 
and 56 per cent thought that “others” were “somewhat” influenced. When 
studying the results, it is obvious that when the young women are reflecting 
over the influence of pornography on “others”, they are mainly thinking of 
men as “others”. 

Despite the fact that the young women don’t believe pornography has an 
impact on their sexual activities, a connection between pornography con- 
sumption and oral and anal sex is obvious also in this study. 

Taken together, results from different studies make it likely that con- 
sumption of pornography does have an influence on people’s sexual activi- 
ties, whether they are aware of it or not. Curiosity is also a central part of the 
nature of youth and it is not surprising that young people are receptive to 
new impressions and also want to experiment with them. 

Illustrating this are the results from a recent study in a suburban area of 
Stockholm, where 30 per cent of the adolescent boys and 3 per cent of the 
adolescent girls were watching porno at least once a week. 42 per cent of the 
boys and 18 per cent of the girls had fantasized about trying acts that they 
had seen in pornographic movies. 30 per cent of the boys and 9 per cent of 
the girls had also put this into practice and actually tried some of the acts. 
Despite this, there is not the same connection between pornography con- 
sumption and anal intercourse in this study as in other studies. 

Finally, we need many more results from a great deal of studies before 
we can be sure of the possible influences of pornography consumption on 
sexual activities. Questions that should be asked are, for instance: Do influ- 
ences differ between different age groups? What are the differences between 
women and men? If there are influences, what do they look like? If pornogra- 
phy influences sexual activities (for example: trying anal intercourse), does 
this mean that it also influences long-term sexual habits ? 



In perspective 



What Is the Internet? 

Basic Technology from the User's Perspective 

Tor A. Evjen & Ragnhiid T. Bjornebekk 



The Internet is a global high-speed net- 
work, consisting of a set of network com- 
puters. The network can be perceived as a 
collection of host and client or user com- 
puters. The explosion of Internet has oc- 
curred during the last decade. Twenty years 
ago, there were about 200 machines. Ac- 
cording to recent figures, there are more 
than nine million server computers linking 
between 100 and 200 million users to the 
Internet. 

The network communicates via a com- 
mon language called Transmission Control 
Protocol/Internet Protocol (TCP/IP). The 
Internet Protocol contains information 
about the computer addressed to the 
sender-computer, and about the informa- 
tion sent. This is the base of Internet tech- 
nology. The TCP/IP language can be used 
in all types of computers. What is unique, 
however, is that the information is not de- 
pendent on being routed to specific com- 
puters in order to reach the addressee. This 
was one of the US Forces’ prerequisites for 
investing in the development of Internet 
technology in the early 60’s. They wanted 
an amorphous communication system that 
would function even when vital communi- 
cation agencies were unable to function. 

Everyone who has invested in commu- 
nication on the Internet owns a part of the 
Net. Persons or companies possessing a 
commercial network own this network. 
Those who own a server are free to close 
or limit access to it. Such a limitation af- 
fects cumulatively those connected to this 
network. The rest of the global network, 



however, is not affected by such limitations 
and functions as it did before. 

The Internet has, as mentioned, been 
available since the early 60’s, when it was 
developed and established to protect mili- 
tary communication from external interfer- 
ence. However, when a new generation of 
software - the World Wide Web (WWW) 
browsers - was presented in the beginning 
of the 90’s, the Internet became widespread. 
This software offered a Graphical User In- 
terface, and the WWW made it possible to 
navigate an endless number of web ad- 
dresses: the Uniform Resources Locators 
(URL). Until the beginning of the 90’s, the 
web browser was mostly an application 
used to move from one web page to an- 
other. 

Today, the web browser includes most 
of the basic functions on the Internet. The 
functions have been integrated into the 
browser such that persons operating on the 
Net are scarcely aware of them. There are, 
however, three basic functions that are easy 
to separate from the others: the World Wide 
Web, electronic mail (e-mail) and news. 
These functions are crucial for understand- 
ing the accessibility and flexibility of the 
Internet. 



World Wide Web 

The World Wide Web (WWW) technology 
is one of the main reasons for the enor- 
mous interest in the Internet. The Euro- 
pean Laboratory of Particle Physics in Swit- 
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zerland developed the technology in 1990. 
Today, it is the most popular technology 
for exchanging information on the Net. 
Using a point-and-click hypertext system 
of control, it has made navigation on the 
Internet an easy task. It has also made pos- 
sible the exchange of almost any kind of 
information by using a cursor, the mouse. 
The keyboard is the most common tool 
used to operate a computer. It is not, how- 
ever, particularly important when surfing 
on the Internet. The keyboard is mainly 
used to address the groups and pages one 
wants to visit. When using a WWW brow- 
ser, it is possible to send text, graphics, 
sound, animation and video direcdy on the 
Internet and to view it within the browser. 
The WWW browser is the application used 
to gain access to the WWW. A WWW 
browser has a Graphical User Interface and 
is available for all kinds of computers. 

When using a web browser, one is au- 
tomatically linked to a homepage. This 
page is the anchorage from which to navi- 
gate in highly flexible ways, towards other 
groups and pages belonging to other serv- 
ers, all over the world. What makes this 
kind of web transfer possible is the pointer 
that indicates the next source of informa- 
tion. This pointer is what we previously 
referred to as Uniform Resource Locators 
(URL), “http://www.sintef.no/sintef.html” is 
such an address, “http://” tells the web 
browser to make a web linking. The ad- 
dress next read is “www.sintef.no”. “no” is 
the name of the Internet covering Norway, 
and “sinter is the characterisation of the 
research agency SINTEF in Norway, which 
has a server and where the homepage 
“sintef.html” has been created, “www” on 
the other hand, has no function other than 
showing that this is a web address. 

Today, most of the web browsers are 
more than mere browsers. Increasingly, 
they are used as functional boxes. They 
are able to handle different Internet func- 
tions, such as e-mail, news, FTP and Go- 
pher (see below) as well as streaming 
(whereby, e.g., a movie is transmitted di- 
rectly onto the screen without prior 



downloading as a file), and they can func- 
tion as editorial tools when creating new 
web pages. 



E-mail 

Electronic mail is one of the most popular 
functions on the Internet. Using this func- 
tion one can send messages to anyone with 
access to the Internet and an e-mail ad- 
dress. A person may send a letter - an e- 
mail - to one or an unlimited number of 
persons with a mere click on the keyboard, 
or she may connect to discussion groups 
(mailing lists) and receive letters automati- 
cally. E-mail is a very fast and cheap way 
to communicate. Messages may be deliv- 
ered to the other side of the world in just a 
few minutes. 

In order to use the e-mail function, it is 
necessary to possess an e-mail address, 
ordered from one of the Internet service 
administrators. This address may look like 
“tom.zorro@westernbank.co.uk”. The ad- 
dress has a logical structure. In this exam- 
ple “uk” is the name of the domain - the 
name given to the sphere of the United 
Kingdom. The computer belongs to a firm, 
indicated by “co” (= company). The com- 
puter, on the other hand, has the logical 
name “westernbank”, which tells us that 
this is the server operating on the Net. It is 
registered with its own Internet address (IP 
number). The name of the employee with 
this address is “tom.zorro”. The way the 
address is constructed tells us that his op- 
erations on the e-mail function are man- 
aged by the server “westernbank.co.uk”. 

When “tom.zorro” sends an e-mail, he 
must provide the name of the person (or 
persons) the e-mail is meant for, along with 
the message he wants to communicate. The 
recipient, then, receives a message telling 
her that there is mail in her mailbox. In 
addition, it indicates the name of the sender 
and the subject of his message. The mes- 
sage is easily brought to the recipient’s 
screen by clicking on the message about 
mail. 
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News and newsgroups 

News and newsgroups are services we have 
access to when we are linked to a news 
server on Usenet. Usenet is a common des- 
ignation for the collection of all computers 
that exchange news globally. News is the 
characterisation of the service containing a 
collection of boards for presenting bulle- 
tins or messages. A news server is the com- 
puter that manages and distributes the bul- 
letins or messages arriving at the news 
group. 

Often news consists of messages pub- 
lished by a single person on a news server 
belonging to a newsgroup. Newsgroups, 
which are a kind of discussion forum, are 
usually topic-specific and identified by the 
title given. Everyone who has access to the 
newsgroup may download and read the 
messages on her own computer. News can 
be presented as text, a picture, “living” pic- 
tures like a movie, sound or a combination 
of all these formats. 

A person wanting to publish a picture 
may easily do so from his e-mail software 
or web browser. The message may then 
be sent to a newsgroup that has a name. It 
is impossible to verify how many thousands 
of newsgroups and news tides exist in the 
world. No centralised service offers such a 
register. 

A news server is placed on the Net to 
exchange information with the news server 
next to it. In this way, a message is gradu- 
ally spread on the Net from one computer 
to the next, and so on. 

A message will remain on a server dur- 
ing a certain period of time before it is re- 
moved. This period may vary from a few 
days to weeks. One reason for a short pe- 
riod is that a newsgroup may have a ca- 
pacity shortage. Existing messages must, 
therefore, be removed in order to make 
room for more recent messages. 

A news server offers a set of different 
newsgroups. Which newsgroups are of- 
fered depends on which filters the server 
uses. It also depends on the other news 
server it exchanges newsgroups with. The 



news server manager decides which filter 
is to be active. In this way, certain mes- 
sages (e.g., illegal content) may not be 
admitted . 1 

When using the news, a person is at 
the starting point, linked to a news server 
on the server where she has her Internet 
connection. She is, however, free to link to 
other news servers, both nationally and 
abroad. This is easily done by changing 
the news server address in the news pro- 
gramme. Many large commercial news serv- 
ers cover most of the newsgroups on the 
Internet without active censorship. Exam- 
ples of such servers are American On-line, 
CompuServe, Netcome and Prodigy. There 
are also many non-commercial news serv- 
ers, “the free public NNTP”, still with ad- 
mittance without active censorship, and 
where the customer does not have to pay 
for the services offered. 



FTP, Gopher and Telnet 

As mentioned earlier, several functions 
other than browsing, e-mail and news ex- 
ist on the Internet and WWW. Several of 
them were developed before the WWW 
technology became dominant. FTP (File 
Transfer Protocol) and Gopher are func- 
tions especially suited to transferring files 
from one place to another. These functions 
are still accessible on most of the web 
browsers. 

Telnet is a function that allows a person 
to take control of another computer from 
her own computer, if she has admittance 
as a user and a password. Telnet is text- 
based and line-oriented as computers were 
before the development of the Graphical 
User Interface. 



BBS (Bulletin Board System) 

BBS is another service the Internet user may 
call up using a modem and a computer. A 
modem is a tool for connecting the com- 
puter directly to the telephone network. 
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By calling the BBS telephone number, the 
user gains access to another computer that 
is connected to the telephone network by 
a modem. This technology is based on tele- 
technology, not on Internet technology. 
Messages can be posted on just about any 
topic. The function, however, usually in- 
volves smaller groups of users. The BBS is 
commonly tailored for a specific product, 
conference or geographic area. 



Internet Relay Chat (IRC) 

IRC is a “real time” communication system 
based on text messages. It implies that what 
one user writes from his keyboard shows 
up on the screens of every user taking part 
in the same channel or chat group. A “real 
time” communication system means that the 
messages — the “chats” — run simultane- 
ously, in contrast to messages sent through 
the traditional e-mail system, managed by 
the e-mail service. Theoretically there is no 
limit on the number of users who can par- 
ticipate on one channel at the same time 
on the IRC. It is also possible to take part 
in different discussion groups at the same 
time. However, IRC allows private chats to 
be arranged and conducted between spe- 
cific members. IRC is primarily a system 
for exchanging information and discussing. 

When communicating on IRC, the us- 
ers identify the particular IRC “room” - of- 
ten referred to as “chat room” - to which 
they want to connect. It is identified by its 
title, which reflects the conversation sub- 
ject matter. 

Common across the Internet functions, 
such as News, IRC and BBS, are rules de- 
veloped to govern on-line behaviour. These 
rules are referred to as “netiquette” and 
stress, among other things, that illegal be- 
haviour is not allowed. The dynamics of 
the forums are extremely interesting for the 
police. Regulators fiercely monitor them. 
But there is constant use of Net alter egos 
and a high level of tolerance on the part of 
users. Some of the forums have modera- 



tors who control interaction in a passive or 
an active manner. 



The search engines 

An important source of information on the 
Internet is the search engines. Such an en- 
gine is a server that systematically searches 
for information on other Net servers and 
indexes the information into a local data- 
base. Indexing means that the information 
is categorised by its content or topic. Dif- 
ferent search engines have developed their 
own specialities, depending on the meth- 
ods used for searching and the profile of 
the service they offer. In many search en- 
gines, functions are developed that enable 
users to put in references to their own or 
other people’s or organisations’ web pages. 

The search engine presents a page with 
one or more fields for inserting text that 
represents a cue or keyword or a logical 
criterion for reference during the desired 
search. Moreover, the search engine usu- 
ally offers different kinds of information in 
the form of topic categories. The main cat- 
egories are web page information and news 
information from Usenet. 

The URL address, or information from a 
web page, constitutes the base of a key- 
word in the information to a search en- 
gine. This means that a search engine is 
the perfect tool for acquiring desired infor- 
mation. When the user clicks on a URL 
address on the list of search matches from 
the engine’s index, she moves directly to 
the page. 

When using the Usenet for a web page 
search in newsgroups without support from 
a local server, the user has to download 
the information indirectly. This means that 
she has to download it herself onto her 
own computer, save it, and transform the 
data to a readable format. Such indirect 
downloading is necessary when a target 
newsgroup handles text-based information, 
and not binary information such as certain 
pictures, sounds and movies. The possibil- 
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ity is not well known, but if the know- 
ledge becomes more widespread, many 
persons will probably use this alternative 
method to download information that they 
have no access to from their local news 
servers. 

There are many search engines avail- 
able with different functionality and capac- 
ity. Common to them is that they use the 
search functions, “robots”, to seek infor- 
mation on Net servers and then register 
the information in a server database. It is 
such a database the user has access to when 
searching. Some well-known search en- 
gines are Alta Vista, Excite, Infoseek, etc. 

Digital Research Laboratories in Palo 
Alto develop Alta Vista. Both the number 
of pages indexed by the engine and the 
number of searches being carried out are 
extremely high. The engine is probably the 
fastest “spider” on the Internet. It has the 
capacity to index more than 3 million pages 
a day, and it indexes both web pages and 
newsgroups. Alta Vista news makes all the 
indexed newsgroups accessible for every- 
one using the engine. Through Alta Vista 
one can get information from newsgroups 
that are not accessible via many of the na- 
tional local news servers. 

There are also several private search 
engines accessible for a fee. 



Anonymous remailers 

Anonymity and remailing are important 
aspects of Internet for many of its users. A 
remailer is a Net server that offers senders 
of e-mails and news anonymity by remov- 
ing their identity or replacing it with other 
addresses. Anonymity is mainly used to 
protect the senders’ identity and reduce the 
pathways back to them to a minimum. 

Note 



There might be legitimate reasons for a 
sender to be anonymous on the Net. In 
autocracies where political and religious 
freedom of speech are repressed, remailing 
may give citizens an opportunity to take 
part in dialogues that they, according to 
human rights, are ensured to take part in. 
Remailing is, however, also a welcome 
opportunity for people who have reason 
to avoid being exposed for criminal and 
anti-social activities. Remailing gives them 
protection and minimises the risk of being 
discovered. 

Anonymous exchanges may take the 
following form: In a newsgroup there is a 
message with the address “ano333 
©anonym. server. no”. This is probably an 
e-mail that has passed via a remailer with 
the address “ano@anonym. server”. In this 
case, the sender’s real address has been 
removed and replaced by “ano333@ 
anonym.server.no”. When the e-mail replay 
is transferred to this sender, the remailer 
replaces the anonymous person’s address 
“ano333” with the real e-mail address. Then 
the person who wants to remain anony- 
mous may receive the e-mails without di- 
vulging her identity. 

Principally, there are two kinds of 
remailers: “pseudo-anonymous remailers” 
and “anonymous remailers”. The example 
given above is a “pseudo-anonymous 
remailer”. The advantage of this kind of 
remailer is that it is easy to use. It is, how- 
ever, not more secure than the persons 
handling the server. The “anonymous 
remailer” is far safer in the sense that it is 
more difficult to trace the sender. The dis- 
advantage for someone seeking anonym- 
ity is that the latter remailer is difficult to 
handle. A common method to reduce the 
chances of tracing the sender further is to 
use two or more remailers. 



1 . Most of the Norwegian news servers, for example, do not admit messages that contain pictures, 
sound or videos presenting sexual or violent content. Examples of newsgroups that are filtered 
out by The Norwegian University of Technology and Science’s (NTNU) news server are: 
alt. binaries. erotica.*, alt.binaries.picture.erotica.*, alt.sex.*, alt.suicide, alt. pedophilia. 



Sex on the Internet 

Issues , Concerns and Implications 

Mark Griffiths 



The rapid growth of the Internet has led to the re-examination of many areas of 
behaviour. One such area concerns issues surrounding sexual behaviour and 
excessive Internet usage, particularly as some academics have alleged that so- 
cial pathologies are beginning to surface in cyberspace. This article 1 examines 
the concept of “Internet addiction” in relation to excessive sexual behaviour 
and Internet pornography, as well as examining newer areas of Internet sexu- 
ality such as “online relationships” and sexually-related Internet crime (e.g., 
“cyberstalking”). 



Sexually-related uses of the Internet 

Before examining the “addictiveness potential” of the Internet and its relation- 
ship with sexuality, it would appear wise to examine all the different ways that 
the Internet can be used for sexually-related purposes as it is probably the case 
that only some of these activities may be done to excess and/or be potentially 
addictive. The Internet can (and has) been used for a number of diverse activi- 
ties surrounding sexually motivated behaviour. These include the use of the 
Internet for: 

• seeking out sexually-related material for educational use. This includes those 
seeking information regarding (i) sexual health promotion (e.g., informa- 
tion about contraception, sexually transmitted diseases, etc.), (ii) self-help/ 
diagnosis (e.g., advice about sexual dysfunctions, sexual diseases, etc.), 
and (iii) scientific research (e.g., reports of studies in the area of sexology, 
national reports on sexual behaviour, etc.). These may take the form of 
either stand-alone web pages or may be incorporated within Usenet dis- 
cussion groups. 
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• buying or selling sexually-related goods for further use offline. This in- 
cludes the buying or selling of goods for (i) educational purposes (e.g., 
books, videos, CD-ROMs, etc.), (ii) entertainment/masturbatory purposes 
(e.g., magazines, books, videos, CD-ROMs, etc.), and (iii) miscellaneous 
purposes (e.g., sex aids/toys, contraception, aphrodisiacs, etc.). 

• visiting and/or purchasing goods in online virtual sex shops. Visiting a 
virtual sex shop may be done for either voyeuristic purposes (“window 
shopping ) or for the sole intention of actually buying goods for use offline. 

• seeking out material for entertainment/masturbatory purposes for use online. 
This can either be primarily image-based (e.g., pornographic web sites of- 
fering picture libraries, video clips, videos, etc., live online strip shows, live 
voyeuristic Web-Cam sites, etc.) or text-based (e.g., chat rooms, Usenet 
discussion groups, etc.). 

• seeking out sex therapists. This may involve either individuals or couples 
seeking out an online sex therapist for advice about sex and/or relation- 
ship problems. 

• seeking out sexual partners for an enduring relationship (i.e., a monoga- 
mous partner) via online dating agencies, personal advertisements/” lonely 
hearts” columns and/or chat rooms. 

• seeking out sexual partners for a transitory relationship (i.e., escorts, pros- 
titutes, swingers) via online personal advertisements/”lonely hearts” col- 
umns, escort agencies and/or chat rooms. 

• seeking out individuals who then become victims of sexually-related Internet 
crime (online sexual harassment, cyberstalking, paedophilic “grooming” of 
children). 

• engaging in and maintaining online relationships via e-mail and/or chat 
rooms. 

• exploring gender and identity roles by swapping gender or creating other 
personas and forming online relationships. 

• digitally manipulating images on the Internet for entertainment and/or 
masturbatory purposes (e.g., celebrity fake photographs where heads of 
famous people are superimposed onto someone else’s naked body). 

On first examination - and by evaluating the relatively sparse literature in this 
area - it would appear that excessive, addictive, obsessive and/or compulsive 
Internet use only applies to some of these behaviours. The most likely behav- 
iours include the use of online pornography for masturbatory purposes, engag- 
ing in online relationships, and sexually-related Internet crime (e.g., 
cyberstalking). Before looking at these three areas in more detail, a brief over- 
view of Internet addiction will follow. 
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Internet addiction 

One area where Internet sexuality has been discussed academically is that of 
“Internet addiction”. Despite opposition to the concept of behavioural (i.e., 
non-chemical) addictions, such as Internet addiction, there is a growing move- 
ment (e.g., Orford, 1985; Marks, 1990; Griffiths, 1996a) which views a number 
of diverse behaviours as potentially addictive, including gambling, overeating, 
sex, exercise, shopping, and computer game playing. Internet addiction is an- 
other such area since it has been alleged by some academics that social 
pathologies (i.e., technological addictions) may be beginning to surface in 
cyberspace (e.g., Griffiths, 1996b; 1998a; Brenner, 1997; Cooper, 1998; Scherer, 
1997; Young, 1998a; 1998b). 

Technological addictions are non-chemical (behavioural) addictions which 
involve excessive human-machine interaction. They can either be passive (e.g., 
television) or active (e.g., computer games) and usually contain inducing and 
reinforcing features which may contribute to the promotion of addictive ten- 
dencies (Griffiths, 1995a). They also feature the core components of addiction, 
including salience, mood modification, tolerance, withdrawal, conflict and re- 
lapse (Griffiths, 1996a; 1996c). It has been argued by Griffiths (1996c) that any 
behaviour (e.g., Internet use) which fulfils these criteria can be operationally 
defined as addictions. These core components are expanded upon below in 
relation to Internet sex of whatever type it happens to be (e.g., downloading 
pornography, cypersex relationships, etc.): 

• Salience - This occurs when Internet sex becomes the most important ac- 
tivity in the person’s life and dominates their thinking (preoccupations and 
cognitive distortions), feelings (cravings) and behaviour (deterioration of 
socialized behaviour). For instance, even if the person is not actually on 
their computer engaged in Internet sex they will be thinking about the next 
time they will be. 

• Mood modification - This refers to the subjective experiences that people 
report as a consequence of engaging in Internet sex and can be seen as a 
coping strategy (i.e., they experience an arousing “buzz” or a “high” or 
paradoxically tranquilizing feel of “escape” or “numbing”). 

• Tolerance - This is the process whereby increasing amounts of Internet sex 
are required to achieve the former mood modificating effects. This basic- 
ally means that for someone engaged in Internet sex, they gradually build 
up the amount of the time they spend in front of the computer engaged in 
the behaviour. 

• Withdrawal symptoms - These are the unpleasant feeling states and/or 
physical effects which occur when Internet sex is discontinued or suddenly 
reduced, e.g., the shakes, moodiness, irritability, etc. 

• Conflict - This refers to the conflicts between the Internet user and those 
around them (interpersonal conflict), conflicts with other activities (job, 
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social life, hobbies and interests) or from within the individual themselves 
(intrapsychic conflict and/or subjective feelings of loss of control) which 
are concerned with spending too much time engaged in Internet sex. 

• Relapse - This is the tendency for repeated reversions to earlier patterns of 
Internet sex to recur and for even the most extreme patterns typical of the 
height of excessive Internet sex to be quickly restored after many years of 
abstinence or control. 

Young (1999a) claims Internet addiction is a broad term which covers a wide 
variety of behaviours and impulse control problems. She claims it is further 
categorized by five specific subtypes: 

• Cybersexual addiction: Compulsive use of adult web sites for cybersex and 
cyberporn. 

• Cyber-relationship addiction: over-involvement in online relationships. 

• Net compulsions: obsessive online gambling, shopping or day-trading. 

• Information overload: compulsive web surfing or database searches. 

• Computer addiction: obsessive computer game playing (e.g., Doom , Myst, 
Solitaire, etc.). 

Only two of these specifically refer to potential sexually-based addictions (i.e., 
cybersexual addiction and cyber-relationship addiction) but Young’s classifica- 
tion does raise the question of what people are actually addicted to? On a 
primary level, is it the sexually-related behaviour or is it the Internet? In reply to 
Young, Griffiths (1999a) has argued that many of these excessive users are not 
“Internet addicts” but just use the Internet excessively as a medium to fuel other 
addictions. Griffiths argues that a gambling addict or a computer game addict is 
not addicted to the Internet. The Internet is just the place where they engage in 
the behaviour. The same argument can be applied to Internet sex addicts. How- 
ever, there are case study reports of individuals who appear to be addicted to 
the Internet itself. These are usually people who use Internet chat rooms or 
play fantasy role playing games - activities that they would not engage in ex- 
cept on the Internet itself (some of which are sex-related). These individuals to 
some extent are engaged in text-based virtual realities and take on other perso- 
nas and social identities as a way of making themselves feel good about them- 
selves. 

In these cases, the Internet may provide an alternative reality to the user 
and allow them feelings of immersion and anonymity (which may lead to an 
altered state of consciousness). This in itself may be highly psychologically 
and/ or physiologically rewarding. The anonymity of the Internet has been iden- 
tified as a consistent factor underlying excessive use of the Internet (Young, 
1998b; Griffiths, 1995b). This is perhaps particularly relevant to those using 
Internet pornography. There may be many people who are using the medium 
of the Internet because (a) it overcomes the embarrassment of going into shops 
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to buy pornography over the shop counter, and (b) it is faster than waiting for 
other non-face-to-face commercial transactions (e.g., mail order). Anonymity 
may also encourage deviant, deceptive and criminal online acts such as the 
development of aggressive online personas or the viewing and downloading of 
illegal images (e.g., pornography) (Young, 1999). 

There have been few studies of excessive Internet use which have found 
that a small proportion of users admitted using the Internet for sexual purposes 
(e.g., Morahan-Martin & Schumacher, 1997; Scherer, 1997; Young, 1998b). None 
of the surveys to date conclusively show that Internet addiction exists or that 
Internet sex addiction is problematic to anyone but a small minority. At best, 
they indicate that Internet addiction may be prevalent in a significant minority 
of individuals but that more research using validated survey instruments and 
other techniques (e.g., in-depth qualitative interviews) are required. Further to 
this, Griffiths (1999a) has also noted other problems with the criteria used in 
most of the surveys to date. They (i) have no measure of severity, (ii) have no 
temporal dimension, (iii) have a tendency to overestimate the prevalence of 
problems, and (iv) take no account of the context of Internet use. Case studies 
of excessive Internet users may provide better evidence of whether Internet sex 
addiction exists by the fact that the data collected are much more detailed. 
Even if just one case study can be located, it indicates that Internet sex addic- 
tion actually does exist - even if it is unrepresentative. Griffiths (1998a) has 
argued that excessive usage in a majority of cases appears to be purely sympto- 
matic but that for what appears to be an exceedingly tiny minority, the Internet 
may be addictive. 



Pornography on the Internet 

From the earliest days of photography to the latest innovations in real-time, 
e.g., one-to-one video conferencing, sex has played a defining role in the de- 
velopment and advance of new communication technology (Sprenger, 1999). 
Although the pornography industry cannot be credited with inventing these 
new technologies, they were certainly the first to put them to profitable use. 
Pornographers have always been the first to exploit new publishing technolo- 
gies (e.g., photography, videotape, Internet, etc.). It is estimated that the online 
pornography industry will reach $366 million by 2001 (Sprenger, 1999) though 
other estimates suggest it is already worth $1 billion ( The Guardian, 1999). 
Further to this, the research company Datamonitor reported that over half of all 
spending on the Internet is related to sexual activity ( The Guardian, 1999). 
This includes the conventional (e.g., Internet versions of widely available por- 
nographic magazines like Playboy ), the not so conventional (Internet versions 
of very hardcore pornographic magazines) and what can only be described as 
the bizarre (discussion groups on almost any sexual paraphilia). Further to this, 
there are also pornographic picture libraries (commercial and free-access), vid- 
eos and video clips, live strip-shows, live sex shows and voyeuristic Web-Cam 
sites. 
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Research has also revealed that Internet surfing has many parallels with 
road traffic. There appear to be identical patterns of congestion and “solid 
block motion” where everyone is forced to advance at the same speed (Brooks, 
1999). One web-traffic researcher, Bernardo Huberman (who works for Xerox 
Palo Alto Research Center) analyzed more than 500,000 visits to a major web 
portal and came to the conclusion that the Internet sex sites are the “undis- 
puted kings” in selling advertizing space. Huberman noticed that Internet surf- 
ers typically click once or twice and then get out of a site. However, Huberman 
noted that some people were clicking up to 200 times and that nearly all of 
these instances were people accessing Internet sex sites. Further investigation 
revealed an amazingly sophisticated structure which led surfers deeper and 
deeper into the site (Brooks, 1999). The “click counts” data collected by 
Huberman suggests that there is an almost compulsive element in accessing 
online pornography and that some people are very heavy users of these serv- 
ices. Such research cannot show that Internet pornography addicts exist but is 
at the very least indicative of repetitive, habitual and/or pathological behaviour. 
Further to this, the Internet offers 24-hour constant access and has the potential 
to stimulate excessive use. In some cases this may become an addictive and/or 
compulsive activity. 

One of the main reasons why the pornography industry has such a vested 
interest in this area is that in the online world the buying of most products is 
hassle-free and anonymous. However, buying pornography in the offline world 
may be embarrassing or stressful to the consumers particularly if they have to 
go to venues deemed to be “unsavoury”. If pornography consumers are given 
the chance to circumvent this process, they invariably will. Pornography and its 
distribution are now widespread on the Internet — but how prevalent is Internet 
pornography? Academic researchers also claim that “sex” is the most searched 
for topic on the Internet (Cooper, Scherer, Boies & Gordon, 1999) and as many 
as one third of all Internet users visit some type of sexual site (Cooper, Delmonico 
& Burg, in press). In the UK, a survey carried out by University of Middlesex in 
1995, and replicated in 1997, analysed a million word searches on an Internet 
search engine and reported that over half of them were aimed at locating por- 
nography (Sparrow & Griffiths, 1997). However, these studies were carried out 
using word searches from only one search engine and the situation may have 
changed slightly in the last few years. Furthermore, the study reported that the 
pornography was more than just pictures of naked people but also included 
more worrying material. For instance, there was information for paedophiles 
on how to entrap and (in some instances) kill children. 



Children and Internet pornography 

One of the biggest fears among parents who are thinking of using the Internet 
is that their children will be exposed to pornography, particularly because over 
17 million children are using the Internet world-wide (Thompson, 1999). Issues 
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surrounding censorship are high on the moral agenda but preventing access to 
such sites is difficult. A major US survey undertaken in 1998 by the Annenberg 
Public Policy Center (Lillington, 1999) reported that 75 per cent of parents were 
anxious about what their children might be exposed to on the Internet. To 
what extent is this fear justified? The media has certainly played a role in height- 
ening parents’ fears as two-thirds of all newspaper articles about the Internet 
highlight negative aspects and one in four mentioned child pornography 
(Lillington, 1999). 

Internet pornography is not difficult to access - especially with the devel- 
opment of powerful yet easy-to-use search engines. In fact, a survey by the 
National Opinion Poll (NOP) in June 1999, found that a third of UK children 
had found content on the Internet that upset or embarrassed them - up from 20 
per cent in the previous survey (Thompson, 1999; Lillington, 1999). Of this 
material, 58 per cent was described as being “rude”. Given that the same NOP 
poll found that one in four UK children aged seven to sixteen years old (i.e., 3 
million children) are regular Internet users with half of them doing it from 
home (Thompson, 1999), it therefore appears there may be widespread cause 
for alarm. 

There are many steps a parent can take to prevent their child from access- 
ing pornography including: 

• reading guidelines for parents which run through issues and possible ap- 
proaches for overseeing Internet use by children. These include those pro- 
duced in offline versions (see Table 1) or those that can be found online. 
These include such sites as the Netparents resource collection (www. 
netparents.org/parentstips/resources.html), NCH Action for children site 
(www.nchafc.org.uk/internet/index.html) and Schoolzone’s resources 
(www. schoolzone. co.uk/resources/safety_frame .htm) . 

• being with your children at all times when they access the Internet. 

• joining an Internet service provider that prevents its users from accessing 
such things. 

• installing one of the many different types of blocking package on the mar- 
ket that filter content in some way (Griffiths, 1997b; 1998b). These include 
those which use lists of key words that you can define (e.g., Net Nanny), 
software packages that can block certain areas of the Internet, such as 
Usenet groups, or which restrict access at certain times (e.g., Cyber Patrol), 
packages which have a built-in censor to certain categories as defined by 
the maker of the package (SurfWatch), or packages which block access to 
certain file types, like GIF and JPEG which are lot of pornographic images 
use. However, there may be a “technological generation gap” as the recent 
poll by NOP reported, that children knew more about filtering software 
than their parents (Thompson, 1999). 
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Table 1. Guidelines for children on how to be safe on the Internet 

(1 ) Never tell anyone that you meet on the Internet your home address, telephone number or school’s 
name unless you are given permission by a parent or carer. 

(2) Never send anyone your picture, credit card or bank details (or anything else). 

(3) Never give your password to anyone - even your best friend. 

(4) Never arrange to meet anyone in person that you have met on the Internet without first agreeing 
it with your parent or carer. 

(5) Never stay in a chat room or in a conference if someone says or writes something which makes 
you feel uncomfortable or worried. Always report it to your parent or carer. 

(6) Never respond to nasty, suggestive or rude e-mails or postings in Usenet groups. 

(7) If you see bad language or distasteful pictures while you are online, always tell your parent or carer. 

(8) When you are online, always be yourself and do not pretend to be anyone or anything you are not. 

(9) Always remember that if someone makes you an offer which seems to good to be true - then it 
probably is. 

Source: NCH Action for Children: Children on the Internet. Opportunities and Hazards, 1998. 



Despite packages like Surfwatch and Net Nanny which block access to porno- 
graphic sites, such packages can still be circumvented. There are also other 
packages like Babewatch which do the exact opposite (i.e., locate nothing but 
pornographic sites for the user) (Griffiths, 1997b; 1998b). It appears to be the 
case that parents are not as vigilant about their children’s Internet use as they 
could be. For instance, a survey of 500 online households by the US-based 
National Center for Missing and Exploited Children found that 20 per cent of 
parents did not supervise their children’s Internet use. It was also reported that 
71 per cent of parents with children aged 14 or older said they had stopped 
monitoring their children’s Internet use (Thompson, 1999). 



Online relationships 

Probably one of the most unexpected uses surrounding the growth of the 
Internet concerns the development of online relationships and their potentially 
addicting nature. It is hard to estimate the number of online relationships but in 
the UK it was reported in the media that there had been over one thousand 
weddings as a result of Internet meetings. Media commentators claim that 
cyberspace is becoming another singles bar as there are now numerous sites 
aimed at those who want romance and/or a sexual liaison. Some of these are 
aimed at single people (e.g., Widows, Thirtysomething UK, and Married with 
Kids) while others appear to encourage and facilitate virtual adultery (e.g., 
MarriedM4Affair, Cheating Wife or Lonely Husband). 

Young, Griffin-Shelley, Cooper, O’Mara and Buchanan (in press) define an 
online relationship (a “cyberaffair”) as a romantic and/or sexual relationship 
that is initiated via online contact and maintained predominantly through elec- 
tronic conversations that occur through e-mail and in virtual communities, such 
as chat rooms, interactive games, or newsgroups. Young et al. report that what 
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i starts off as a simple e-mail exchange or an innocent chat room encounter can 

escalate into an intense and passionate cyberaffair and eventually into face-to- 
face sexual encounters. Further to this, those in online relationships often turn 
| to mutual erotic dialogue (often referred to as “cybersex”). In this instance, 

cybersex involves online users swapping text-based sexual fantasies with each 
j other. These text-based interactions may be accompanied by masturbation. Online 

chat rooms provide opportunities for online social gatherings to occur almost at 
a the push of a button without even having to move from your desk. Online 

group participants can - if they so desire - develop one-to-one conversations at 
a later point either through the use of continuous e-mails or by instant mes- 
s' sages from chat rooms. It could perhaps be argued that electronic communica- 

tion is the easiest, most disinhibiting and most accessible way to meet potential 
new partners. 



Infidelity online - how and why does it occur? 

There are a number of factors that make online contacts potentially seductive 
and/or addictive. Such factors include the disinhibiting and anonymous nature 
of the Internet. This may be very exciting to those engaged in an online affair. 
Disinhibition is clearly one of the Internet’s key appeals as there is little doubt 
that the Internet makes people less inhibited (Joinson, 1998). Online users 
appear to open up more quickly online and reveal themselves emotionally 
much faster than in the offline world. What might take months or years in an 
offline relationship may only take days or weeks online. As Cooper and Sportolari 
(1997) have pointed out, the perception of trust, intimacy and acceptance has 
the potential to encourage online users to use these relationships as a primary 
source of companionship and comfort. 

Some researchers have made attempts to explain how and why infidelity 
occurs online. Cooper (1998) proposed the “Triple A Engine” (Access, 
Affordability, and Anonymity) which he claimed help to understand the power 
and attraction of the Internet for sexual pursuits. Young (1999) also claimed to 
have developed a variant of the “Triple A Engine” which she called the “ACE 
model” (Anonymity, Convenience, Escape). Neither of these are strictly models 
as neither explains the process of how online relationships develop. However, 
they do provide (in acronym form) the variables involved in the acquisition, 
development and maintenance of emotional and/or sexual relationships on the 
Internet (i.e., anonymity, access, convenience, affordability and escape). It would 
also appear that virtual environments have the potential to provide short-term 
comfort, excitement and/or distraction. 



Types of online relationship 

A number of researchers have forwarded typologies of the different kinds of 
Internet users in relation to sexual and/or relationship activity (Cooper, 1998; 
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Young, 1999; Griffiths, 1999b). Cooper, Putnam, Planchon and Boies (1999) 
suggest there are three types of cybersexual user (recreational, at risk, and 
compulsive) but this tells us little except about frequency of use. However, 
Griffiths (1999b) has outlined three basic types of online relationship in rela- 
tion to actual online behaviour. The first one is purely virtual and involves two 
people who never actually meet. They engage in an online relationship which 
goes further than being pen-pals as the exchanges are usually very sexually 
explicit. Neither person wants to meet the other person and are engaged in the 
interaction purely for sexual kicks. It is not uncommon for these individuals to 
swap gender roles. The “relationships” may be very short-lived and the people 
involved will usually have real-life partners. These people prefer the distance, 
relative anonymity and control offered by the Internet and will prefer to con- 
fine the relationship to cyberspace. As far as these people are concerned, they 
do not feel they are being unfaithful. 

The second type of online relationship involves people meeting online but 
eventually wanting the relationship to move from the virtual to the actual after 
becoming emotionally intimate with each other online. The shared emotional 
intimacy often leads to cybersex and/or a strong desire to communicate con- 
stantly with each other on the Internet. For many, the online relationship will 
progress after sending photographs of each other into secret phone calls, let- 
ters, and offline meetings. Once they have met up, and if they are geographi- 
cally near each other, their Internet use will usually decrease considerably as 
they will spend far more time actually (rather than virtually) with each other. 

The third type of relationship involves two people first meeting offline but 
then maintaining their relationship online for the majority of their relationship. 
This is usually because they are geographically distant and may even be living 
in separate countries. These people only meet up a few times a year but may 
spend vast amounts of time “talking” to their partners on the Internet most 
nights. As they are geographically distant, the relationship only continues for 
those who have the time, the budget and the travel opportunity to maintain the 
nominal physical contact. With regards to “addiction”, it is only the first type 
outlined here that may be addicted to the Internet. The latter two types are 
more likely to be addicted to the person rather than the activity - particularly as 
their Internet usage stops almost completely when they meet up offline with 
their partner. 

Although many people who have not engaged in an online relationship fail 
to understand the pull and attraction of such an activity, it quite clearly can 
have detrimental consequences for some people who do. An online relation- 
ship can lead to a loving and compassionate individuals to become uncaring 
towards their partner and/or family, evasive, and demanding privacy online. In 
an effort to help both couples and therapists, Young et al. (in press) produced 
a list of early warning signs in the detection of a suspected online relationship. 
These include (i) a change in sleep patterns, (ii) a demand for privacy, (iii) 
ignoring other responsibilities, (iv) evidence of lying, (v) personality changes, 
(vi) loss of interest in sex, and (vii) declining investment in the relationship. 
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Sexually-related Internet crime 

Despite the seemingly marked absence of serious consideration, sexually-re- 
lated Internet crime seems set to become increasingly important to all those 
involved in the administration of criminal justice. Sexually-related Internet crime 
is on the increase and some of the perpetrators may be addicted to the criminal 
activity in question and/or develop obsessions about their Internet victims. In 
the broadest possible sense, sexually-related Internet crime can be divided into 
two categories - (i) display, downloading and/or the distribution of illegal 
sexually-related material, and (ii) the use of the Internet to sexually procure 
and/or intimidate an individual in some way (e.g., online sexual harassment, 
cyberstalking, paedophilic grooming). 

Charlesworth (1995) noted that criminal law and those who enforce it have 
taken time to come to terms with the implications of change with regards to 
Internet crime. Those in the criminal justice system continue to rely on their 
own familiar scheme of reference when attempting to comprehend the criminal 
behaviour. For the most part, they have some understanding of the mode of 
operation, likely benefits to the offender and costs to the victim of the criminal 
activity presented before them. However, the unfamiliarity of sexually-related 
Internet crime denies those in the criminal justice system all important access to 
their own scheme of understanding. The advancements in computer technol- 
ogy generally (and the increased availability of the Internet in particular) have 
provided for new innovations in, and an expansion of, the field of criminality 
(and more specifically in the area of sexually-related Internet crime) (Durkin, 
1997; Durkin & Bryant, 1998; Griffiths, Rogers & Sparrow, 1998; Deirmenjian 
1999). 

Most people’s perceptions about sexually-related Internet crime are prob- 
ably based on media reports. These usually concern: 

• distribution of illegal pornography on the Internet. 

• use of the Internet for paedophilic purposes (i.e., paedophiles distributing 
child pornography or pretending to be a child to make contact with child- 
ren). 

• high profile prosecutions of Internet pornographers (such as the recent 
imprisonment of the UK’s largest pornography operator who was given an 
18-month prison for designing web sites (e.g., Farmsex, Europerv and School- 
girls-R-Us) featuring extreme pornography, bestiality, coprophilia and tor- 
ture (Wilson, 1999). 

However, one of the main problems with Internet pornography is that any 
country s attempt to interdict cross-border flows of pornography would be de- 
feated by advances in communication technology - especially data transmis- 
sion (Millar, 1996; Sprenger, 1999). The police crackdown on Internet pornog- 
raphy has been argued by some to be futile as it could drive it underground 
(Booth, 1996). Part of the Internet’s appeal is its subversive nature, for it crosses 
frontiers, language barriers and is not policed by any one country. 
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Online harassment and cyberstalking 

Stalking has been a high-profile crime in the 1990’s leaving victims with a shat- 
tered sense of security and well-being. It now seems to be the case that stalkers 
are moving with the times and starting to harass and stalk in cyberspace. As a 
direct result of the increased accessibility of the Internet world-wide, the inci- 
dence of cyberstalking will almost certainly increase. Very recently the first 
prosecution case of cyberstalking or harassment by computer occurred in Los 
Angeles, when a 50-year old security guard was arrested for his online stalking 
activities (Gumbel, 1999). 

In 1998, Novell (one of the world’s leading providers of network software) 
began a UK study into “spamming” (i.e. , the receiving of unwanted and unso- 
licited cyber junk mail). The focus of the study was to estimate the cost in 
business terms of time and money wasted. However, one of the unexpected 
findings of the research was that a large minority of women, 41 per cent of the 
regular Internet users, had been sent pornographic material or been harassed 
or stalked on the Internet (Gumbel, 1999). Three percent of these messages 
were highly personal and sexual, and 35 per cent of the messages were unso- 
licited pornography. Such unwarranted attention is intrusive and is a serious 
cause for concern. 

CyberAngels (www.cyberangels.org) is a branch of the Guardian Angels 
and was set up in 1995. To date, it has dealt with over 200 cases of cyberstalking 
— two of which ended in the rape of the victims according to their Senior 
Director, Colin Gabriel Hatcher (Griffiths, Rogers & Sparrow, 1999)- The organi- 
zation claims that cyberstalking usually occurs with women who are stalked by 
men, or by children who are stalked by adult predators. Typically the victim is 
new online and therefore ignorant of “netiquette”. In most cases, people just 
receive unsolicited junkmail but it can turn sinister. The risk of harassment 
intensifies if someone enters an Internet chat room. In most instances, the 
online harassment and stalking have eventually escalated offline (by tracing the 
victim’s telephone number and address). Hatcher makes the point that cases 
such as these should not be trivialized as the paranoia of a small group of 
computer users (Griffiths, Rogers & Sparrow, 1998). In the US libel and defama- 
tion are taken very seriously but stalking is sometimes perceived as a crime 
related to women’s hysteria. 

One of the problems with Internet use is that there are always more nov- 
ices than those experienced, so the novices are not being taught the ways that 
they can protect themselves from being exploited. At least with obscene phone 
calls there is a voice and with letters there is handwriting; with e-mails there is 
nothing to go on, no clue as to the personality of the person involved. To some 
this makes the whole thing creepier. What’s more, these “new” criminals per- 
haps would never have interfered in other people’s lives and committed such 
acts in a face-to-face scenario. 
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Cyberstalking: What can be done to combat the problem? 

The development of computer technology is producing new categories of crimes 
in which the perpetrators believe they can hide behind the seemingly anony- 
mous computer screen in an attempt to intimidate, threaten and spread hatred. 
These people appear to be naive about exactly how anonymous they can be 
since specialists in this field can trace almost any electronic trail back to a 
computer. Every time a person visits a web site, they are leaving their e-mail 
address behind as a calling card. If that person takes part in any Internet discus- 
sions on a Usenet site, he or she is again leaving his/her identity. Where new 
crimes occur, new methods are used to combat it. For instance, a police officer 
was recently caught attempting to solicit minors over the Internet when a police 
officer pretended to be a 13-year old girl (Gumbel, 1999). This was a lot easier 
to do over the computer than it would have been in real life. The International 
Web Police (www.Web-Police.org) are well placed to fight this relatively new 
type of crime. 

At present very few cases of cyberstalking have reached UK courts although 
UK law is adequately equipped to deal with such scenarios because of the 
recent 1997 Protection From Harassment Act. There is no specific mention of 
computers in the Act but the definition of harassment is based on the “reason- 
able man” test, i.e., any action which would reasonably be considered to be 
harassment are caught within the Act. This so-called “stalking act sets out to 
create both criminal and civil sanctions for harassment, and in so doing, builds 
upon existing common law nuisance actions (Griffiths, Rogers & Sparrow, 1999). 
Criminal law and those who enforce it must come to terms with the implica- 
tions of change with regards to computer crime. It could be argued that the 
technical complexity associated with cybercrime combined with the limited 
number of prosecutions has permitted criminal justice practitioners the luxury 
of ignorance. Sparrow and Griffiths (1997) have stated if computer-related crime 
is to occupy a position of increasing importance in the range of offending 
behaviour, then criminal justice practitioners must be willing to familiarize them- 
selves with such activities in order to make judgements about the offender and 
the nature of their offending. In the future, cyberstalking may be viewed in the 
same way as other more “traditional” criminal acts are currendy viewed. 



Internet sexuality: Conclusions 

One of the objectives of any future research should be to determine the object 
of the Internet sex addiction. If some people appear addicted to the Internet, 
what are they addicted to? Is it the medium of communication (i.e., the Internet 
itself)? Aspects of its specific style (e.g., anonymity, disinhibition, etc.)? The 
information that can be obtained (e.g., hard-core pornography)? Specific types 
of activity (gender-swapping, role-playing games, playing sex computer games, 
cyberstalking)? Talking/fantasizing to others (in chat rooms or on Internet Re- 
lay Chat)? Perhaps it could even be a complex interaction between more than 
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one of these. It is most likely that the Internet provides a medium for the 
“addiction” to flow to its object of unhealthy attachment (i.e., a secondary ad- 
diction to more pervasive primary problems). 

The Internet can easily be the focus of excessive, addictive, obsessive and/ 
or compulsive behaviours. One thing that may intensify this focus are the vast 
resources on the Internet available to feed or fuel other addictions or compul- 
sions. For example, to a sex addict or a stalker, the Internet could be a very 
dangerous medium to users and/or recipients. There is also the problem that 
the Internet consists of many different types of activity (e.g., e-mailing, informa- 
tion browsing, file transferring, socialising, role-game playing, etc.). It could be 
the case that some of these activities (like Internet Relay Chat or role-playing 
games) are potentially more addictive than some other Internet activities. It is 
also worth noting that there has been no research indicating that sexually- 
related Internet crimes such as cyberstalking are addictive. However, the small 
number of case studies that have emerged do appear to indicate that cyberstalkers 
display addictive tendencies at the very least (salience, mood modification, 
conflict, etc.) although further research is needed to ascertain whether these 
excessive behaviours could be classed as bona fide behavioural addictions. 

With regard to online relationships and affairs, these behaviours present a 
new dimension in couple relationships. These sexually-related Internet behav- 
iours appear as though they can be used from the healthy and normal through 
to the unhealthy and abnormal (i.e., use, abuse, and addiction) (Cooper, Putnam, 
et al., 1999). The Internet is anonymous, disinhibiting, easily accessible, con- 
venient, affordable, and escape-friendly. These appear to be some of the main 
reasons for online infidelity. The detection of online affairs may be difficult but 
that does not mean it should not be given serious consideration in either an 
academic or practitioner context. These groups, along with those who engage 
in or who are on the receiving end of such behaviours, need to recognize that 
the Internet adds a new dimension to relationships. This has implications for 
assessment and treatment of couples who may, knowingly or unknowingly, 
undergo a relationship breakdown due to the impact of excessive online com- 
munication. However, as was noted earlier, text-based relationships can obvi- 
ously be a positive and rewarding experience for many people. It is also an area 
in need of future research. 

Interestingly, there is no clear evidence about the effects of pornography 
on users (Barak, Fisher, Belfry & Lashambe, 1999). However, Young et al. (2000) 
assert that future research is needed to more, clearly delineate the identification 
and classification of problematic online sexual activities. Further to this Cooper, 
Putnam, et al. (1999) proposed a continuum of Internet sexual activities from 
life enhancing to pathological needs to be replicated and further refined. There 
are very few areas surrounding excessive Internet use and its relationship with 
sexuality that do not need further empirical research (e.g., online sexual addic- 
tion, Internet and computer addiction, and online relationship dependency 
and/or virtual affairs). More remains to be done in cyberspace to more clearly 




182 



170 



Sex on the Internet 



understand both the risks and benefits for Internet users, couples and society 
as a whole. 

There is no doubt that Internet usage among the general population will 
continue to increase over the next few years. Social pathologies relating to 
Internet sexual behaviour do exist. This is certainly an area that should be of 
interest and concern not only to psychologists but to all those involved in 
clinical health issues. Excessive use of the Internet is not problematic in most 
cases, but the limited case study evidence available does suggest that for some 
individuals, excessive Internet usage is a real addiction and of genuine con- 
cern. 



Note 

1. A longer and more detailed version of this article will appear in an upcoming issue of 
CyberPsych ology and Behavior . 
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Violent Pornography on the Internet 

A Study of Accessibility and Prevalence 






Ragnhild T. Bjornebekk & Tor A. Evjen 



Norway has traditionally been a quiet society with few social problems. During 
the last years, however, we have witnessed - as have other Western societies - 
an increase in violence perpetrated by very young people. Research shows that 
more children during the 90’s have developed anti-social conduct disorders, 
and more are engaged in severe violent acts than previously (Bjornebekk 1999). 
This is, of course, a problem for the child himself and his family, but it is also a 
serious problem for society. Violence and coercive actions challenge democ- 
racy and create fear and pain. What accounts for these trends? Violence results 
from a variety of factors. Some of them are more basic, anchored in the child’s 
dispositions, upbringing and his or her primary relationships. Others are gener- 
ated from the mainstream values and actions present in the culture. The media 
are, in interaction with other factors, important contributors to our ways of 
thinking and acting (e.g., Smith & Donnerstein 1998). 

Several studies have shown that the violence profile in Scandinavian visual 
media has become more pronounced during the last decade (e.g., Cronstrom & 
Hoijer 1996). It is also reasonable to believe that the liberal and worldwide 
character of the Internet offers new contributory dimensions of violence influ- 
encing youngsters’ thoughts and actions. 

“Violent Pornography on the Internet” is one study within a broader re- 
search project called “Violence Against the Eye - Relations between Violent 
Content in Visual Media and Youngsters at Risk”. The study is a collaborative 
effort of the technological research management SINTEF and the research unit 
at The National Police Academy of Norway. The intention of the study is, first, 
to throw light on harmful and illegal content on the Internet, thereby making 
people who are involved with children and youth more aware of what children 
might discover when surfing the electronic highways. Second, we want to ini- 
tiate discussions and actions regarding methods to prevent harmful contents, 
and to strengthen youngsters’ resistance to undesirable influences. 
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Communicative processes 

The technological development during the last decades has transformed the 
Internet into a hot, wide and fast highway of communication. New opportuni- 
ties for relationships, interactions and learning are offered. The highway offers 
worldwide accessibility in the near absence of customs officers controlling the 
borders. Interactions between people may go on without the usual aspects of 
communicative signs and anchorage. During traditional communication a vari- 
ety of signs, signals, and behaviour give meaning to the ongoing processes of 
interpretation. The participants are continually interpreting and reinterpreting 
each others apparition and style: clothes, hair and make-up, voice, gestures, 
and visual as well as non-visual reflections of feelings and moods. In these 
processes, the persons involved cannot hide. They must confront their commu- 
nication partners immediately, while the messages are being exchanged. Ordi- 
nary social and internal norms governing the communicative content are, there- 
fore, continually at work. 

This means that during ongoing communication — at least to a certain de- 
gree - people are also immediately confronted if they go beyond the bounds of 
privacy and cross the cultural and personal thresholds of what is acceptable, 
passing into the unacceptable, private and shameful. They are responsible for 
the communicative content and are forced to face others and their reactions to 
this content. 

Communicative processes on the Internet differ from ordinary ones. On the 
Internet, persons may be actively communicating with or without any time 
delay. At the same time, they may be hidden and totally anonymous to each 
other. When this happens, the mechanisms regulating ordinary communication 
are out of function. This is certainly one of the reasons why persons with 
criminal, unacceptable or anti-social intentions may invade some of these lines 
of communication and use them to their own benefit, spreading unwanted and 
illegal content or getting in touch with others in order to influence them and/or 
attract them to a particular network (e.g., Feather 1999). 

While surfing on the Internet, we made contact with open and hidden 
servers where Nazis, racists, Satanists and drug-users market their beliefs about 
and motives for violent actions or enjoying illegal drugs. We found newsgroups 
where recipes and formulae demonstrated how to produce bombs and chemi- 
cal narcotic drugs. The same experience is frequently reported by other surfers, 
why these phenomena seem to be established and widespread both in chat 
groups and newsgroups. 



Reports on Internet-related topics 

Norway is a nation with widespread accessibility to the Internet, both in the 
public and the private sphere. When passing the millennium, 55 per cent of 
Norwegian females and 63 per cent of males above the age of 13 had access to 
Internet. About one million out of a total population of 4.4 million, reported 





\ 



186 



Violent Pornography on the Internet 



being on-line on an ordinary day. During the last year, there has been a signifi- 
cant increase in the number of persons on-line, and the acceleration in Internet 
use is formidable. From February 1999 to February 2000, 3 6 per cent more 
people gained access to Internet (calculated from data given by Norsk Gallup 
2000/InterTrack). Today, about 5,000 Norwegians also pay a fee for access to 
certain web pages. Most of these web pages present ordinary pornography. 
How much time the customers spend visiting the pages is unknown. The web 
master offering two of the most popular pornographic magazines reports, how- 
ever, that there were 23 million clicks on his web pages during January 2000 
(1 VG-nett 03.03.2000). 

The pattern of diffusion of Internet use seems to follow the general pattern 
typical of a new medium spreading in society: Well-educated young males with 
high wages, students and youngsters are the innovators. The females and the 
elderly are the followers. 

In terms of research, there are few, if any, systematic studies on how Internet 
is used by criminal groups. One report, carried out by the police (Feather 1999), 
is from a research project concerning Internet and child victimisation. Most 
knowledge, however, is based on unauthorised reports by professionals (e.g., 
the police) and organisations monitoring the Internet. The reports show that 
criminals form relationships and acquire knowledge in order to explore the 
new technology’s possibilities as a tool for ordinary and new forms of criminal 
conduct (Feather 1999). 

The latest reports on Norwegian criminal cases connected to Internet - 
cybercrime - show that six times as many cases were investigated in 1999 than 
1998. The increase in criminal cases seems to be accelerating, and cases under 
investigation are judged to be just the tip of the iceberg. Most of the reported 
crimes are frauds connected to finance and business, credit cards, pirate copy- 
ing of software, and different types of hacking (Arsrapport 0kokrim 1999). 
Several of these categories might involve youngsters as offenders. Based on 
experiences related to criminal cases, the police claim that persons distributing 
child pornography on the Internet are responsible for recruiting child offenders 
(The Norwegian Bureau of Investigation 2000). 

Specific categories of crimes are directly connected to or might involve 
children and youngsters as victims or targets of harmful and anti-social influ- 
ence. These crimes include, among others, “hate speech”, hate propaganda and 
racism, material marketing of or incitement to illegal acts, and communication 
of recipes for drugs and weaponry (Arsrapport 0kokrim 1999). 

Internet, from its very beginning as a public medium, has been used to 
distribute child pornography and illegal obscene material. During recent years, 
it appears that Internet has, to a lower or higher degree, even been a tool for 
child trafficking. Feather stresses that paedophiles are using the Internet to 
convey sexual fantasies about children, to recruit young children, to reinforce 
and legitimise sexual preferences. This occurs through associations and access 
support groups that facilitate networking. She emphasises that it is difficult to 
identify the exact relationship between child pornography and paedophile ac- 
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tivity. Research indicates, however, that child pornography on the Internet is 
used by paedophiles as a means of desensitising children and normalising sexual 
activity between adults and children (Feather 1999). 

Reports from several national Save the Children organisations tracking child 
pornography on the Internet indicate that Internet has become a distribution 
channel for commercial child pornography. Swedish Save the Children reports 
having obtained about 10 pieces of inside information on such activities daily 
during 1999- 20 percent of this information was about serious child pornogra- 
phy where adults perpetrated sexual acts on children (Astrpm, Radda Barnen 
2000). Norwegian Save the Children has tracked child pornography on the 
Internet for several years. It claims that, last year, it was able for the first time to 
reveal Norwegian paedophiles engaged in “chicken hawking”. “Chicken hawk- 
ing” is a method used by certain persons to sneak up on unsuspecting children 
surfing the Net and to present themselves as someone else. The intention of 
“chicken hawking” is to make appointments with the child. Last year the or- 
ganisation received more than 6,000 pieces of inside information about child 
pornography on the Internet, a small increase from the year before. Much infor- 
mation about child pornography is found in news- and discussion groups 
(Internet Relay Chat) (Arsrapport Redd Barna 1998,1999). 

There are several factors that facilitate crime on the Internet. One of the key 
factors is the liberal and anarchistic tradition that has been established there 
and the transnational unwillingness to cope with the problems properly. Users’ 
tolerance levels are extremely high. And the notion of Free Speech far over- 
reaches that of being responsible for the messages one sends (Feather 1999). 
Other factors are, naturally, the global, transnational and anonymous character 
of the Net itself, all of which make it difficult to monitor and investigate. 



Aims of our study and definition of violent pornography 

The more precise aims of our study “Violent Pornography on the Internet” were 
to investigate the accessibility of violent pornography and to conduct system- 
atic content analysis of its occurrences. Furthermore, we wanted to discuss 
how to prevent the injury such portrayals may inflict on children and young- 
sters. Here we will focus on the content analyses done during Autumn 1997 
and early Summer 1998. 

Violent pornography is a depiction of a violent act that occurs in an explicit 
sexual context. This makes it necessary to define a violent depiction. For this 
purpose we will use the definition given by the National Television Violence 
Study performed in the US: 

Depicted violence is defined as... 

...overt depiction of a credible threat of physical force, or the actual use of such 
force intended to physically harm an animate being or group of beings. Vio- 
lence also includes certain depictions of physically harmful consequences against 
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an animate being or group that occur as a result of unseen violent means. Thus, 
there are three prime types of violent depictions: credible threats, behavioral 
acts, and harmful consequences. (Smith & Donnerstein 1998, p. 170). 

Some additional elements need to be included to allow identification of a vio- 
lent depiction in relation to a violent pornographic depiction. For this purpose 
we will add some distinctive characteristics to the definition: 

Violent pornography is defined as... 

...explicit sexual portrayals of acts that 

• are valued and experienced as violent because of their grotesque, bizarre, 
disgusting or perverse appearance. 

• in the process of production, involve - or look like they involve - physical 
or psychological injuries to individuals or creatures. 

• are evaluated as involving a credible threat of physical force. 

• involve actual use of credible force intended to physically harm an animate 
being or group of beings. 

• lead to physically harmful consequences for an animate being or group 
that occur as a result of unseen violent means. 

Thus, we focus on four prime types of violent depictions in our definition, 
instead of the three in the definition of violent depictions: credible threats, 
behavioural acts, harmful consequences, and the character of the depiction 
itself - all of which are placed into an explicit sexual context. 

The National Television Violence Study includes intentional physical or 
mental injuries to individuals or creatures, portrayed as an ongoing process or 
as a consequence. We also include explicit sexual portrayals of acts that the 
onlooker experiences as violent because of their grotesque, bizarre, disgusting 
or perverse appearance. 

The latter part is problematic, because it is normative. We find it, however, 
necessary to include this category, since it represents a distinctive part of what 
is presented on the Internet. The content of pictures presented in this category 
is deviant in the sense that it is experienced as a form of violence, e.g., the act 
implies actions that may result in the persons involved becoming ill or injured 
in more implicit ways. 

One of the challenges of this study was to know where on the Internet to 
start the search, and how to localise the material. While ordinary pornography 
is very easy to find, gaining access to commercial web servers containing vio- 
lent and illegal pornographic portrayals is not as easy. To accomplish this, we 
focused on commercial search engines and international newsgroups. The por- 
nographic portrayals we then hit, represent a wide spectrum of genres and 
contain serious violence and perversities, many of them certainly illegal for 
distribution in Norway (§ 140: Incitement to criminal acts, § 211, the paragraph 
on fornication, and § 382: Portraying serious violent acts) as well as in many 
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other countries. Some of the portrayals might not be evaluated as illegal, but 
they are probably of the kind that almost all societies would regard as unac- 
ceptable as a part of children’s and youngsters’ everyday lives. 



The Internet - understandings of the channel 

Deciding or settling questions about the accessibility of violent pornography 
on the Internet and understanding the logic connected to situational preven- 
tion methods both involve having knowledge of Internet technology. We have, 
therefore, briefly described some structures of its technology, and some of the 
main functions particular to accessibility - see a preceding article “What Is the 
Internet?” in this book. The description gives insights that can facilitate under- 
standing of how we selected a sample for our content analysis. 

Descriptions and understandings of the Internet vary among persons deal- 
ing with the medium. Some users, especially those with primary training in the 
humanities, understand the Internet metaphorically, as a world, a “space” for 
acting and interacting. When a person sits down to operate his mouse and 
keyboard, microphone or camera, he becomes a “Cybercitizen” - a citizen of 
the worldwide “space” that is offered on the Internet. In cyberspace, some 
create their own “homes” - their “sites” or “groups” or “pages” - where they 
welcome guests and offer them information, perhaps some services, and talks. 
The user who understands Internet in this way, “leaves” his physical local place 
when he sits down at the computer. He extends into the “Cyberspace”, he is 
“driving on-line” on the highways, bridges and cities that constitute the 
Cyberworld”. In this space, the rules, norms and modes of interaction that 
dominate regular everyday communication are set aside. And the user accepts 
this. The user might surf from “place to place” looking at the views, selecting 
and fetching offered information as a tourist. If she wants to, she can meet with 
other “Cybercitizens”. She may or may not interact with them. She might take 
part in or build superficial, flexible and hasty groups, or might prefer more rigid 
networks where she and the other “Cyber group members” present themselves 
openly or anonymously. 

We do not believe such metaphors are fruitful. They create myths and 
images that might dramatise and exaggerate, or even minimalise, the influences 
of the Internet. They might generate irresponsibility and borderline- 
understandings. Most important, however, the metaphors are not sufficiently 
similar to the technology to make them fruitful as metaphors. 

Our understanding of the Internet starts from the perspective of the tech- 
nological sciences and that of educational psychology within media and com- 
munication science. Internet is understood as an effective and practical me- 
dium for transferring information from one place to another. These transfers 
offer opportunities for communication, for reading and interpretation. Internet 
is, in our opinion, to be understood as an extension and integration of the 
technology that the telephone, camera and computer media are based on. In 
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this sense, the Internet is a multimedium, an amalgamation that consists of and 
integrates several media. 

A medium is primarily a channel for the transmission of information. Infor- 
mation exchanged through “natural” media is propagated via waves. Media 
spread out or reproduce these waves. They must, however, be stimulated to 
action if communication of information is to occur. The electronic media have 
the same characteristics as “natural” media, and carry waves in the same man- 
ner. On the Internet, the stimulators are the operators of the mouse und the 
keyboard and the other technical equipment connected to the technology. 

This means that the person acting and interacting on the Internet - the user 
- is a stimulator when she operates the mouse, keyboard and other Internet 
equipment. A user searches and sends electronic information, interacting with 
the electronic messages on the screen. The perception and interpretation pro- 
cesses activated when the person surfs the Internet are not different from those 
involved when the same person watches television or reads a book (e.g., Dallans 
Evans’ discussions on brain functions during television viewing and other me- 
dia activity, 1987). The learning processes, however, are different because of 
the flexibility and interactivity of the Internet technology. As a consequence, 
the mental results - the knowledge and images - may vary. From the searched 
electronic information occurring on the screen, the user creates mental repre- 
sentations based on how she experiences and interprets the information. De- 
pending on how the perception process has proceeded, the representations 
become integrated into existing concepts, scripts, schemas and structures of 
what already constitutes the user’s consciousness. The user’s “real” experiences 
with the phenomenon, and her attitudes, values and norms, are crucial for how 
the electronic information contributes to her consciousness. This has impor- 
tance for how the information may modify or develop earlier ways of thinking, 
or create new concepts and structures for thinking and acting (e.g., Schanck & 
Abelson 1977, Donaldson 1984, Bj0rnebekk 1993). 

With regard to violent pornographic content, the phenomenon portrayed is 
commonly one with which especially young users, but most often also older 
ones, have had very little or no experience, both in terms of “real” everyday life 
and the symbolic world. Therefore, young people have few established mental 
structures allowing them to competently handle such information. From por- 
trayals of violent pornography, the users may create new mental structures to 
use in perception of the world. On the other hand, if the persons have had 
some experiences with actions of this sort, such content may legitimise and 
justify the phenomenon, causing the persons to perceive it as common and 
widespread. 



Method and sampling 

Our study deals primarily with searching the Internet in order to explore the 
accessibility and prevalence of violent pornography. Mapping the Internet with- 
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out systematic knowledge of how it functions is an impossible task. It is not as 
easy to track violent pornography as it is to find ordinary pornography. This is 
why we have described the Internet technology, its functions and concepts, in 
the article “What Is the Internet?” in this book. The challenge is, among other 
things, knowing how and where to search for the target material. If one, for 
example, wants to use search engines such as Alta Vista and Excite to locate 
visual material, certain knowledge is necessary. One must, for instance, choose 
Usenet to search on Usenet groups, download by clicking on the link “b”, and 
also know how to convert files into readable formats. 

In order to study changes over time, we decided to perform our searches at 
two different occasions. The first was autumn 1997, from August to December, 
and the second early summer 1998, the last week of May. 

Selection of function to study 

For several reasons, news was selected as the function through which to sam- 
ple the violent pornography. E-mail is impossible to study, because of its pri- 
vate and closed character. News, on the other hand, represents an open service, 
even when access is not given before paying a fee. 

IRC has proved to be one of the channels of special interest to paedophiles 
when spreading their messages and constructing networks (e.g., Feather 1999, 
Arsrapport Redd Barna 1998, 1999). On the BBS, activity has also been regis- 
tered that includes communication of violent pornography (e.g., Feather 1999). 
The IRC function, however, is hasty and transitional in character, making it 
more difficult to study. Moreover, anonymous use of IRC groups for research 
purposes is ethically questionable. Meeting ethical standards is easier if 
newsgroups are selected. 

Newsgroup messages are usually stored for some time and offer, therefore, 
better opportunities for research. Most important, however, is that IRC is a text- 
based function, whereas newsgroups involve all kinds of formats. They are 
principally multimedia. Our primary intention has been to study visual portray- 
als, making newsgroups more convenient for our purpose. 



Selection of search engines 

Most foreign newsgroups do not subscribe to newsgroups aimed at Norwe- 
gians, thus using the Norwegian language. To access newsgroups with violent 
pornographic topics, it was necessary to use foreign web and news servers as 
well as high capacity search engines. 

Alta Vista and Excite allow the user to locate web server material and news 
that are spread around the world. The capacity of these search engines made 
them particularly convenient for our study. Alta Vista offers an extensive index 
of web pages and a great selection of newsgroups. At the time we started our 
search, Alta Vista had indexed more than 30 million pages and more than 12,000 
searches were carried out each day. It had a capacity to index more than 3 
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million pages daily. Moreover, it makes all newsgroups accessible to everyone, 
even to persons who would have been excluded from sections of them by then- 
national servers. Excite is also a large search engine, indexing web pages and 
newsgroups that have been active during the last two weeks. At the time of our 
search, it had more than 50 million URL addresses in its database. 

These search engines were our starting points. In addition, we included 
other commercial and “free” news servers in the search process when we found 
it necessary. 

When we started our research, we found about 21,000 newsgroups on all 
kinds of topics. This number, however, continuously increases, and today it is 
certainly much higher. 



Selection of actual newsgroups 

To identify newsgroups with violent pornographic content that fit our defini- 
tion (see the earlier section “Aims of our study and definition of violent por- 
nography”), it was necessary to carry out several test searches. The results of 
these tests led to our decision to focus on three main newsgroups: 
“alt.binaries.picture.* ”, “alt.binaries.picture.erotica.* ” and “alt.sex.* ”. 

Upon entering the newsgroups, new references and links to other related 
sources were immediately offered. Addresses, telephone numbers and e-mail 
references were announced, as well as sales of magazines, videos, etc. We 
chose to follow a couple of these paths to see what was offered. 

Searching on the free news servers was also done, but more sporadically. 
From this we learned that material in one group is relatively often duplicated 
on other more or less related newsgroups. 

Besides the search engines, there are numerous web pages with explicit 
sex-related references to other servers. And most of the servers containing sex- 
oriented material also had references to other sex-servers. 



Results 

Access 

Registration of web pages with violent pornographic material 

Our main sources and starting points for surfing and downloading of web 
pages with violent pornographic content were the three central newsgroups 
mentioned above: “alt.binaries.picture.* ”, “alt.binaries.picture.erotica.* ” and 
“alt.sex.* ”. From these groups, new web pages with related articles were iden- 
tified. 

An overview of the analysed groups is given in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Newsgroups analysed 



Newsgroup 



Activity 



Alt.sex.bestiality 

Alt.binaries.pictures.erotica. bestiality 
Alt.sex.bondage 

Alt.binaries.pictures.erotica.bondage 

Alt.sex.watersports 

Alt.sex.fetish.watersports 

Alt.sex.necrophilia 



Themes connected to human sex with animals 

Themes connected to sex with sado-masochistic acts and 
bondage 

Themes connected to sex with urination and defecation 



Themes connected to sex with dead bodies 



Alt.sex.incest 



Themes connected to illegal sexual relations between family 
members 



Alt.sex.fetish.amputee 



Themes connected to sex with injuring or injured body parts 
or mutilation 



Alt.sex.pedophilia 
Alt.binaries.pictures.erotica.teen 
Alt.binaries.pictures.erotica.children 
Alt.sex. pre-teens 

Alt.binaries.pictures.erotica.cartoons 



Alt.binaries.multimedia.erotica 



Alt.binaries.sounds.erotica 



Themes connected to sexual relations between youngsters or 
to sexualising children 



Violent sexual themes connected to a variety of different 
content communicated in cartoon or drawing format 

Themes connected to a variety of content communicated by a 
variety of formats 

A variety of sounds connected to sexual acts 



Buying and selling services related to violent pornography 

For most services on the Net, there is some limitation on admittance. Search 
engines seldom have any control over admittance; instead most web pages 
administer their own admittance control. Usually this means that one has to pay 
for an access code. By selling admittance codes, the editor, web master or 
owner can check to some degree a person’s age and address. Admittance “rules” 
usually state that a person must be at least 18 or 21 years old in order to obtain 
an access code. The “age” of admittance seems to be related to the country 
from which the editor operates. 

Payment is organised variously. The most common method is via credit 
card. The buyer must give his name, address and e-mail along with his credit 
card number and expiration date. The information is supplied in a question- 
naire. Within a short time, the buyer receives his confirmation. If there is enough 
money on the credit card to buy The service, the buyer is given a user name and 
a personal password. 

Control of the services is simple. A four-character word is usually enough 
to gain access to the “club”. The services offered vary from ordinary pin-ups to 
bondage, sale of magazines, private videos and movies, procurement service, 
“live entertainment” directed by video conferences, and so on. 

Pornopass, AdultPass, Adult Verification System (AVS) are examples of ad- 
mittance systems for amateurs as well as professionals, offering services related 
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to violent pornography. By using these systems, the seller is able to make more 
explicit announcements of illegal or shocking and indecent actions and mate- 
rial. The price of an admittance pass is usually about $10 for a period of three 
months. It allows access both to the web pages and to lists of members of 
hundreds of web servers that offer the same category of content. 

Another payment system offered involves phoning a tele-market (usually a 
900-number in the US). The call gives the customer an admittance code, a PIN- 
code allowing immediate access to the web pages. The fee is then charged to 
the telephone number used when calling. 

When ordering a video conference, the fee is charged to the ordinary mes- 
sage unit used. Video conferences are services announced both on the Net and 
in Internet magazines. To access the service, the customer needs special soft- 
ware. This software is, however, offered free of charge from the Internet server 
hosting the service. It is just a matter of downloading it to a personal computer. 
The software is used as an integrated part of the web browser. 

First Virtual Account is a payment agency with an Internet address. It seems 
to be one of the more serious agencies on the Net. Information about the credit 
card is not on the Net, and a combination of telephone and Internet is used 
when the service is provided. The user is given a fictive First Virtual Account 
name to use when buying a service. When using this agency, one must pay a 
quarterly fee for administration of the service ordered. The web master uses the 
First Virtual Account for payment transactions by referring the agency to his 
home page. The customer orders the service from First Virtual Account and not 
from the web master. When the agency has organised the transaction, the fee is 
registered on the web master’s bank account, and the customer gains access to 
the service through the fictive First Virtual Account name. 

We also registered “no payment” and free services that offered censored 
material on the so-called “public nntp sites”. These news servers offer newsgroups 
belonging to a variety of categories. Most of them do not publish shocking or 
obscene content, but there were exceptions. 

As mentioned earlier, the challenge when seeking violent pornographic 
content is to discover adequate addresses. In the beginning this was compli- 
cated, but some training and information made things easier. On the Net, serv- 
ices are offered that use “robots” to find “public” news servers that make lists of 
server addresses. We also identified persons or personal web pages offering 
similar services free of charge. Furthermore, it was possible to pay $1.0 to Alter- 
native Internet Services to obtain specific guidance in how to “gain access to 
newsgroups you can’t presently get - right now!”. 

An example of how to gain admittance to violent pornography 
Admittance control varies depending on the intentions of the person or group 
offering the information. Several seem to have commercial intentions, and make 
no effort to protect children from accessing the material. Several may have 
more private motives, and as such protect themselves from groups or police 
monitoring the Net. On some web pages there is a three-step control of admit- 
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tance. Each step guided the customer through some internal safety protection 
before permission was given to take part in the next circle. The first step is 
usually free. The visitor encounters a page that presents picture or video trailers 
marketing different sex topics. The visitor is informed that the topics will be 
available after paying a fee. The second step is to pay the fee, and then access 
is given to the second circle. Here a sample of sex topics is offered. Then new 
information is given. If the visitor wants access to, for example, child pornogra- 
phy, he has to take a third step. This step can be for the visitor to e-mail child 
pornographic pictures to the web master and to present himself using his real 
name and e-mail address. At this point, admittance will be given to the third 
circle. 

As researchers we are, of course, not in a position to follow the instructions 
leading into the third circle. We have, therefore, no sure knowledge of what is 
being presented there. It would be mere speculation on our part to say that this 
circle represents a forum for building a network or that the security is just a 
strategy to hide and protect exchange of illegal material. However, an interview 
with a child porn collector, who is active on the Net, shows that there is exten- 
sive exchange of all kinds of severe child porn and active networking in an 
“inner circle” where he participates. His group seems to combine closed chat 
groups on IRC and newsgroups in their exchanges and communications 
(BjOrnevik & Johannessen 1997). 

Our investigations on the Net revealed aggressive marketing of violent 
pornography. During the period we worked on the study, e-mails offering 
different services related to violent pornography were sent to our addresses. 
The only way these persons could have obtained the addresses is through lists 
of customers of and visitors to web pages containing violent pornography. 

Prevalence 

During the first period of the study, between 10 and 200 new articles were 
offered daily in each newsgroup. A total of 6,000 articles were registered as 
indexed in the groups. Our sample comprised two searches a week during a 
period of five months, i.e., about 40 searches. 

This means that we registered an average of about 150 new bulletins each 
day of search. This number is, however, not well-founded methodologically, 
because the variations are not systematic. One person could suddenly send a 
large number of pictures or videos to several newsgroups and pages at the 
same time, and afterwards become passive. Thus, during one day, 300-500 new 
articles could suddenly be presented in the newsgroups, whereas the next day 
of search perhaps only 10 new bulletins would be registered. 

The daily number of articles in the newsgroups or on the pages also varied 
depending on headline and topic. One rule of thumb is that the most gro- 
tesque, bizarre or repulsive topics received the fewest articles. There were, 
however, as we shall see, topics of severe violent character among the most 
popular topics, if popularity is evaluated in terms of the number of bulletins 
presented in the group or on the page. 
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Some material would not have been categorised as violent pornography if 
the content had been evaluated in isolation and out of context. Then it would 
have been just “violence”. When placed in a sexual setting, the interpretation 
changes and the “violent” picture becomes a violent pornographic picture. 

Our sample is classified and structured partly in the same way as the mate- 
rial is categorised on the Internet (genre of violence), and partly by its format 
(as picture, text, video, drawing, or sound). The format is used as the main 
category, and the genre of violent content as a subgroup. 

Several of the downloaded files were videos. We decided, however not to 
include this medium. This is not because we think the format is unimportant. 
On the contrary, we find it is very important. Analysis of the kind of hypertext 
used in videos is, however, too complex to accomplish in this study. It requires 
a study of its own. 

Most of the contents downloaded give a deep negative impression. The 
depictions are such that we decided not to use them as illustrations here. Most 
of them are indecent and probably illegal to publish in many countries. Instead 
of using visual illustrations, we will give a short written description of the 
mainstream content. 

Pictures 

The photograph is the most common format for communicating violent por- 
nography. The reason is probably that such pictures are easy to scan from 
magazines and other media. It is also easy to transform them on the computer. 
They contain much information compared to the digital volume needed. More- 
over, photos are relatively quickly downloaded and they are cheap to produce. 
The pictures registered during the first period of study derive from several 
sources, from amateur photos to professional ones, from freeze-frame video 
pictures to pictures generated from other media and digital constructions. 

The content of the pictures can be divided into 11 groups: 

1. Fisting and abuse of the genitalia 

The pictures in this category focus on the genitalia, often presented as ultra 
close-ups. Extreme widening of genitalia using bottles, vegetables, tongs, etc. 
is presented. Big needles, clips, clamps and hooks are inserted into or fastened 
to the genitalia or nipples. Some of the pictures show heavy counterweights 
hanging from the penis, while others show injurious piercing of the genitalia or 
nipples. 

This is a one of the largest subgroups studied. 

2. Tied-up - torture 

This category is the largest in the newsgroups studied. Most of the pictures 
show one or more victims, most often a female, tied to or held up by some kind 
of apparatus. Several are connected to the instruments and guillotines with 
handcuffs and footcuffs. Some are held up by metal sticks in their nose, arms or 
feet. Females are usually gagged, threatened and tortured in different ways. 
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The expression on their faces and eyes appears to be fright. Some are stabbed 
with knives, others with needles, hooks, sticks or different instruments con- 
structed for torture. 

The torture might be aimed at different parts of the body: the tongue, face, 
nipples or the genitalia. The acts are usually presented in a sexually explicit 
context, while the torture is going on. The females are usually almost nude. 
Belts and straps are twisted under and above their breasts and around the hips. 
Mostly, the torturer is a half-naked, disguised male, with a black hood covering 
his head and face. The appearance of some men gives associations to the Ku 
Klux Klan. 

A specific subgroup involves strangling of a victim. Often several pictures 
are presented as a sequence showing the strangling process. Many portrayals in 
this group are presented as “real”, as documentaries. 

It seems almost as though there are no limits to the acts of tyranny that can 
be presented in pictures belonging to this category. 

In connection to the web pages presenting this category, there are some- 
times announcements for different instruments meant for sado-masochistic tor- 
ture. 

For the most part, pictures in this category are presented in newsgroups 
labelled “.bondage” - a kind of newsgroup with several subgroups presenting 
more specific forms of torture that we have categorised using other labels. 

This is also one of the largest subgroups studied. 

3. Plastic and strangling 

This group consists of pictures where different plastic materials, bags and foils 
are used in a variety of ways for sexual satisfaction. Several pictures show a 
naked person, usually a male, standing in a room, wrapped in a big transparent 
plastic bag that covers the entire body. A vacuum cleaner, with the tube placed 
under the bag, creates a vacuum depleting the air supply. Whether the person 
has been strangled is, in several cases, impossible to determine. Other pictures 
show naked persons wrapped up with ropes around the neck and body and 
transparent foils around the head and face, while they gasp for air. The expres- 
sion on their faces seems in several pictures to be one of despair. 

One specific subgroup presents pictures focussed on strangling, without 
the use of the “plastic” or “vacuum” strategies. In one of the pictures, we see a 
male tied up in a rope that at one end is fastened around his neck. The other 
end is tied to a car. A centrifugal movement puts him into a position where he 
will either be almost strangled or, if he looses his control, strangled. 

Several of the pictures presented are old black and whites, probably pho- 
tos shot in relation to real cases in which the person involved died. The images 
seem to have received a kind of cult status. The number of pictures in this 
category presented in the newsgroups we studied is small compared to the 
previously mentioned categories. 
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4. Rape 

Another large category of pictures presents a variety of rapes, most often por- 
trayed as snuffers, i.e., as rapes that “really” have happened. Several seem to be 
amateur or “home-made” pictures. Some are “stolen” from identifiable movies, 
scanned and presented in a sequence of about 5-8 pictures. Most of the victims 
portrayed are female. Some of the pictures are close-ups, focusing on the en- 
croachment, on painful facial expression or on different kinds of torture details, 
such as a knife cutting part of the body, the nipples or a breast. 

The pictures occur in newsgroups with different labels. Many of them are, 
however, presented in subgroups systematised under the “bondage” variety of 
newsgroup. 

5. Child pornography 

The content of the child pornography pictures covers all kinds of sexual acts 
perpetrated on small and older children and on young people. The age of the 
smallest children we observed was about 5-6 years. Some pictures present nude 
children, some involve indecent exposure of the child, usually a male. Other 
pictures, however, represent a variety of intercourse acts, rapes and physical 
injuries towards both boys and girls. Most of the offenders are males. Some of 
them are presented as the child’s grandparents or other family members. 

The categorisation of pictures presenting child pornography is mostly based 
on highly specific factors, such as age spans of just a few years (4-5 years, and 
so on) and the children’s gender. 

6. Necrophilia and bestiality 

Many pictures in this category depict suicide, murder or consequences of differ- 
ent accidents where the persons involved are dying or dead. Severely dam- 
aged, crushed or torn off body parts and wounds are shot in ultra close-ups. 
The focus is on the injuries. Many of the pictures seem to belong to archives 
from hospitals, pathologists, police, etc. Some of them are close-ups showing 
touching of corpses’ genitalia or of blue and hideous marks on the neck after 
strangling. Labels and texts place the portrayals into a sexual context. 

One subgroup contains bodies with dark blue death marks, showing pro- 
cesses of decay and torture of a corpse’s body parts. 

The pictures are presented both on specific web pages and on news serv- 
ers. 

This is a rather small group. During the period of the first study, however, 
the group was regularly supplied with new pictures. 

7. Murder and dismemberment of bodies 

Sequences of murder by dismemberment using a variety of tools are depicted 
through series of 4-8 pictures. The act is usually presented in detail. 

This category also consists of very few pictures. During the period of the 
study, we registered only some new pictures on the page in question. They 
were similar to the ones first registered, presenting the same kind of sequences. 
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Access to these pictures was possible for a small fee. The page address was 
found in a newsgroup. 

8. War- related accidents 

Some pictures from wars are presented on pages with sex-related labels. One of 
them portrays two males executing a kneeling boy. The boy’s body is still 
upright, though his head is cut off. In the background a crowd is watching the 
execution. Another young boy, also kneeling, with his arms behind his back, is 
gazing at what is happening. He is probably the next boy to be beheaded. 

Another photo shows a group of young soldier-boys kneeling behind a 
bleeding, decapitated head. The head belongs to what seems to have been a 
young boy or girl. The text “Khmer Rouge” signals that this is a war photo. 

Some of the pictures registered are identified as award winning photos 
from famous exhibitions. They are probably “stolen” and scanned from maga- 
zines or posters before being sent to a news server containing violent porno- 
graphic content. 

This category is also rather small. 

9. Animal pornography 

Portrayals of sexual acts between animals and humans constitute quite a large 
category on the web servers and in the newsgroups investigated. A wide vari- 
ety of animals are portrayed, and the human participants are both males and 
females, individuals as well as two or more people. The depictions cover inter- 
course, as well as a variety of close-ups of genitalia, and a general overview of 
the whole context. 

The pictures are usually presented in groups labelled “.animal” and in sub- 
groups that communicate what kind of animal is focused on, or the location 
where the acts take place. Often the labelling gives associations to “cowboy- 
culture”, or to specific nations or places. 

10. Defecation and urination 

This category is usually presented in subgroups labelled “wet and messy”. The 
pictures involve portrayals of defecation and urination, and eating and drinking 
of the excrements. There are depictions of people who smear the excrements 
over their bodies. Often there are close-ups focusing on the anus while a nude 
child or an adult male or female is defecating into another person’s mouth or 
while he or she is “helped” by fisting. The process may be presented through 
picture sequences. 

Pictures of different kinds of urination acts are also presented on ordinary 
commercial web servers offering pornography. Bulletins about defecation are, 
however, usually not communicated here. 

11. Mutilated and dead infants and embryos 

It is questionable whether this category should be included in violent pornog- 
raphy. The reason why we chose to include it is that, on the web servers and in 
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the newsgroups we studied, this category is presented as a subgroup beside 
and along with violent pornography. 

Several of the pictures seem to be illustrations from books about pregnancy 
and birth defects and injuries occurring during embryonic development. Some 
of them seem, however, to be photos from aborted embryos. 

This theme is presented regularly in several newsgroups. Some of the pic- 
tures are identical to those presented in magazines published by satanic groups 
in Norway. It is impossible to say what the relations may be between these 
magazines and the web groups. 

Drawings 

The registered drawings are usually cartoon strips. This is the format most often 
found in newsgroups that present violent pornography bulletins. The different 
topics in the drawings and strips are nearly identical to what was found in the 
picture bulletins. We observed acts similar to those reported from the war cat- 
egory and from the “Tied-up and torture” group. Some details of the content 
are, however, even more grotesque and bizarre than in the photos. This is 
probably because a drawing allows the depiction of acts that are almost impos- 
sible to perform in real life. Usually the drawings are followed by a text pre- 
sented in cartoon-bubbles (most often in English) or in a graphical symbolic 
language. 

Several strips portray a person, usually a female, who is being impaled on 
a spit. The spit runs from her vagina to her mouth. Afterwards she is roasted on 
the spit and eaten by the audience watching what happened. Other strips focus 
on sexualised torturing of a woman before she is guillotined. She is cut off at 
her neck or waist. The end of the story might be a depiction of a man lifting the 
cut-off head by the hair, while another tied-up woman is waiting for the guillo- 
tine. Other cartoon stories concentrate on rape performed with different kinds 
of instruments and machines, while a group of men run the machines and 
watch what happens. 

Several of the strips presented are identified as originating in French and 
Belgian cartoons. In Norway these cartoons are for sale in underground con- 
texts. 

Videos 

In terms of computer technique, the video format is much more demanding to 
transmit and download than are pictures and cartoons. A movie consists of 
long sequences of pictures, thus requiring considerable storage and transmis- 
sion capacity. Two different kinds of movie transformations are commonly used 
on the Internet. One is downloading of the sequence as a file, before it is 
possible to play the sequence. The other method is streaming, whereby the 
movie is transmitted directly onto the screen without prior storage. When the 
study was running, sound did not accompany the movies, probably because it 
dramatically decreases transmission speed. 
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The volume of movies presented in the newsgroups varied from one to ten 
megabytes for each sequence. Usually, every act consisted of several sequences. 

The video sequences consist of similar, often identical, content to what was 
registered in the picture categories. Most of what was found belonged to the 
categories “Tied-up - torture”, “Rape” and “Animal pornography”. They were 
stored in newsgroups labelled “.multimedia”, “.bondage” “.animal” and “.besti- 
ality”. 

A large proportion of videos presented seems to be amateur shots. The 
sequences are very explicit in their sexual and violent expression. The reason is 
probably that, due to technical limitations, it is convenient to dense pack the 
story climaxes. 

Sound 

Two different kinds of sound were found in the sampled newsgroups: sound 
as an expression in a movie , and sound as an independent expression of infor- 
mation on a data file. There are no technical limitations when downloading 
sound from the Net. In order to record speech, however, it is necessary to 
possess a computer with the required technical equipment. 

We registered no kind of sound that could be related to or associated with 
any category of violent pornography. Sounds of explicit sexual character were, 
however, registered in some of the newsgroups labelled “multimedia”. 

Thus, according to this study, sound seems to be of very little concern. 

What has changed between the first and second period of study? 

The technological development of Internet is rapid, especially in terms of the 
increased capacity and speed of the Net. At the same time, there has also been 
increased development of strategies to prevent illegal and harmful content. 
During the period between our downloadings, there was an explosion in the 
number of people with Internet access and in the number on-line. Are these 
changes reflected in what is communicated in the newsgroups presenting vio- 
lent pornography? " ° 

As mentioned, we revisited the web servers, the newsgroups and web 
pages and did a second analysis during early summer 1998. 

Accessibility 

We found that the search engines had increased their capacity such that 
newsgroups had become more accessible for users with less computer know- 
ledge and experience. Now, it was no longer necessary to decryptify or decode 
bulletins in order to interpret them. They were transformed direcdy on the 
screen when downloaded. 

This means that, at the second study occasion, we had direct access to the 
messages in the free newsgroups, as well as in the closed ones, once the fee 
was paid. In several of the groups, however, there were files that had been 
zipped . Zipped files have been compressed and need a program to decom- 
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press them. This indicates that there are still some limitations in accessibility for 
the less proficient user. 

The admittance fee to several of the web pages had not changed. The 
visitors still had to pay about $10 to gain access. 

The number 

The number of bulletins had increased dramatically. From being about 150 a 
day, we registered about 600 bulletins in just one group on an a.vera.ge day. In 
the subgroup “.tasteless”, the number registered during one night was more 
than 100, and in “.torture” slightly less than a hundred. On an ordinary Sunday 
(27.5 98), the number of bulletins that dropped down to the subgroup “.bond- 
age” amounted to about 870. 

The number of videos and movies had also increased substantially since 
the first downloading. 

We are not certain that the increase is as large as it seems from the number 
registered. The number corresponding to the second period conceals many 
depictions that do not satisfy our definition of violent pornography. Even if the 
label and announcement promised hard core pornography for a fee, the bulle- 
tins could still present posing and ordinary pornography. 

The content 

We also registered a change in the labels used to characterise the subgroups. 
No longer were there groups labelled “child pornography” or “paedophilia”. 
The analyses showed, however, that child pornography or paedophilia was not 
removed from the actual newsgroups and pages. They were categorised into 
other, more neutral labels, such as “.schoolgirl”, “Japan. natural.art”, “.latino”, 
“.indian.girl” and “.teen”. When visiting the group a warning was often pre- 
sented: “This page may be illegal in your country. If this is so in your country, 
then please do not visit ‘8’ ” (from “geisha”, 25. 5. 1998). 

Whereas at the first study occasion the child pornography was highly speci- 
fied, tied to categories of boys and girls and age, it was more differentiated and 
varied at the second. In the newsgroups studied, the most severe portrayals 
were removed. Pictures focusing on different kinds of posing had instead in- 
creased, as well as the total number of portrayals of children. The category 
“.teen”, which consists of one main group and several subgroups, presented, 
for example, about 230 messages on an ordinary Wednesday during this sec- 
ond period of study. 

Some of the groups with the most bizarre, grotesque and disgusting con- 
tent, like “bestiality”, had disappeared on the second occasion. A brief run 
through of a variety of pages showed, however, that the content had not been 
removed. The bulletins were presented under other labels that did not give 
associations to that kind of content. 

In light of the critique against the distribution of violent pornography, this 
strategy of appearing to clean up the bulletins is probably an attempt to avoid 
unnecessarily provoking American server owners. Changing the labels of the 
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news pages is also a strategy used to escape the Cyberangels, Save the Child- 
ren, and other organisations that intentionally monitor the lines in order to stop 
illegal and harmful contents on the Internet. 

Compared to the first period of study, one marked change was the increase 
in commercial groups announcing different products or services. The category 
of torture had, for example, got a new subgroup presenting a variety of prod- 
ucts for sado-masochistic torture: masks made of leather, belts, hand-, feet- and 
neckpillories, police sticks, links and cuffs for different parts of the body, and 
metal rods for torturing the tongue. The assortment of products was surpris- 
ingly rich and as grotesque as the pages that depicted “acts” and stories related 
to violent sex. In our first study, the announcements were more sporadic, and 
the assortment much poorer. 

Other groups announced exchanging of partners that were willing to par- 
ticipate in violent sexual acts. This was portrayed as a general commercial serv- 
ice. No such announcement was registered at the first study occasion. Then 
only “swapping” and procurement activity was registered. “Swapping” concerns 
girls who themselves announce their services. 

“Necrophilia”, which was an accessible group during the first period, was 
not in the same groups during the second period. The link “I prefer necro- 
philia led us, however, to the necrophilia group and subgroups in the same 
genre. One message related, however, that there was no admittance to the 
actual group. We tried to link to another web group that announced necro- 
philia “totally free”. But the web group did not seem to present any pictures 
belonging to the category. This probably means that the category is censored 
out of the news server. 

Another group that had disappeared since the first study was “bestiality”. 
The label “tasteless” seems, however, to have absorbed the “bestiality” genre as 
well as part of the necrophilia group. The new group presented pictures of a 
wide range of extreme and bizarre depictions of several of the more severe and 
grotesque genres. More than 350 bulletins were presented in the group during 
one week. s 

In the other categories, the results show smaller changes related to content. 

A category that, at the first study occasion, contained so few pictures that it 
was not conceived of as a separate group, is digitally constructed or manipu- 
lated pictures. Quite new searches show, however, that today this represents a 
new distinctive expression. One reason why the group seems to be growing is 
that programs for creating pictures are offered. These three-dimensional model- 
ling programs make it possible to create pictures and animation without real 
models, just virtual ones. Persons dealing with violent pornography use the 
programs for constructing anti-social depictions presented on the web pages 
studied. 
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Concluding discussion 

When we started our study, some knowledge of Internet and searching meth- 
ods was required in order to reach the web servers and web pages that commu- 
nicate violent pornography. It was necessary to know how to decode the mes- 
sages in order to transform them into pictures and texts. Today, the same know- 
ledge is not required. Finding the web groups and pages with violent pornog- 
raphy is no longer as complicated. Access to violent pornography has become 
easier, and such content is voluminous on the Net. 

One characteristic feature of the violent pornography portrayals across cat- 
egories is that most of them are presented as “real” happenings or as documen- 
taries. The depictions are characterised by their cruelty, extreme anti-sociality 
and sadism. Most of the pictures and movies portray events that are far-re- 
moved from what most people are able to think about. Presented are phenom- 
ena that exist neither in the mainstream culture nor in people’s imaginations or 
consciousness. Access to violent pornography will therefore promote thoughts 
about new and anti-social phenomena. 

Although some of the most extreme portrayals are no longer presented on 
the web servers investigated, other formats have been added. The number of 
representations of violent pornography in newsgroups and on web pages has, 
however, increased during the period of our analyses. 

Today, inexpensive “human” modelling and animation programs (e.g., Poser 
from Metacreation) are available to Internet users. The programs allow the user 
to create “virtual” persons who can be visually manipulated and placed into 
different surroundings. The virtual portrayals may be presented as pictures or 
in an animated form as movies. The apparitions are realistic. This means that 
the creator of the pictures or animations is not dependent on real persons or 
physical models in his production of images that may almost look like docu- 
mentaries. Part of the violent pornography we analysed, especially depictions 
belonging to the sado-masochistic genre presented in the newsgroups, consists 
today of virtual portrayals created by such programs. 

We know relatively much about how violent pornography influences ordi- 
nary adult men. There are negative influences on men’s attitudes towards woman. 
After reception of violent pornography, men become more positive to rape and 
evaluate women more callously. There are also results showing a relationship 
between consumption of violent pornography and aggressive behaviour in young 
males (Donnerstein, Linz & Penrod 1987). The studies focusing on influences 
of violent pornography are valid for adults. Few, if any, studies have focused 
on children. Today, extremely severe violent pornography is available to many 
children on the computer screen in their own home. We can only guess about 
the influences of this on children who already are aggressive and on children 
who are afraid of becoming subjected to crime. 
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Note 

The Norwegian Government s Campaign on Combating Violence in the Visual Media contributed to 
the funding of this study. 
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Paedophile Information Networks 
in Cyberspace 
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Two case studies within the COPINE 1 research project, University College, Cork, 
Ireland, are concerned with how individuals dedicated to child sex organise 
themselves on the Internet, and to the content of the pictures posted. 2 The 
studies focus on Usenet newsgroups. Newsgroups, a public form of virtual 
communication, are only one outlet for the expression of adult sexual interest 
in children on the Internet. It is likely that private e-mail, mailing lists, ICQ (I 
Seek You) and IRC (Internet Relay Chat) have a greater role than newsgroups in 
the dissemination of more direct sensitive information, ‘private’ photographs, 
contacts, etc. IRC also affords users the opportunity to communicate in ‘real 
time’, and the option to open a Direct Client-to-client Communication (DCC) 
between two users, which bypasses the need for a server and thereby raises the 
level of security. 

The method used in the case studies involved subscribing to a newsreader 
that provided access to all newsgroups in which pictures were posted. The 
newsgroups that might be concerned with adult sexual interest in children 
were noted and accessed. References in these made to other similar newsgroups 
were also noted. Of the many thousands newsgroups identified, 0.07 per cent 
contained child erotica (children in stages of undress, but not sexually explicit) 
or child pornography. From an organisational perspective, restricting their ac- 
tivities to a limited number of newsgroups has obvious advantages for paedo- 
philes. And few newsgroups do not restrict the large amount of picture trading 
that takes place in the groups. 



Content of the pictures posted 

Some results from the analysis of the pictures posted during one week in Janu- 
ary and one week in April 1998 are the following: 
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Newsgroups that contained pictures of male and female children together 
were few. In total fifteen newsgroups were identified that contained female 
child erotica and pornographic pictures. The largest amount of picture posting 
took place in newsgroups with the words ‘pre-teen’ and ‘children’ in the title. 
The overall number of female child pictures during the first week amounted to 
3,487, posted by 193 users. The number of pictures during the second week, 
when two of the newsgroups were no longer in existence but another group 
had become more active, amounted to 5,233, posted by 313 users. (However, 
posters may use more than one pseudonym when posting to different 
newsgroups). 

In January, nine newsgroups were found where pictures of boys were 
posted. In general these newsgroups contained the world ‘boy’ in the title. The 
overall number of male pictures during the first week amounted to 2,546, posted 
by 126 posters. In April the number of pictures was 2,070 and the number of 
posters 100. 

Two thirds of all pictures posted could be described as erotic in nature and 
many of these appeared to be relatively recent, featuring children of Asian 
extraction or including text indicating Japanese origins. Pornographic photo- 
graphs (as distinct from erotic) were largely either European photographs more 
than 15-20 years old, or more recent ones featuring Asian children. It seems 
likely that most of the pictures have their origins either in scanned magazine 
photographs, or in video captures. New erotic (as opposed to pornographic) 
photographs were mainly scanned from Japanese magazines. There were also 
growing numbers of digitised video clips, derived from videotape originals. 

The content analyses, as well as an analysis of paedophile fantasies dis- 
cussed in IRC chatrooms, further suggest that there are clear indications of 
individuals sexual preferences — an individual user’s postings are specific and 
selective, defined in terms of factors including: sex of the child; stage of devel- 
opment of the child; ethnic origin of child; sexual interaction; use of force; 
adult involvement; sex of adult; number of adults; ethnic origin of adults; and 
sexual behaviour. 



The posters 

The pseudonyms of posters to one group who used the same pseudonym in 
January and April were noted. These pseudonyms represent some of the core 
set of posters to the group, which suggests that the individuals behind these 
pseudonyms are aware of each other, that there may be private communication 
between them, and that they gain recognition as the ‘gurus’ who seem to have 
access to large numbers of pictures and post regularly. 

The structure and organisation of paedophile newsgroup activity are dis- 
tinct. But the activity does not appear to operate in a strictly hierarchical fash- 
ion. Instead posters adopt a co-operative approach; the images are posted in a 
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sympathetic environment that is supportive of the posters’ rationalisations for 
child sex encounters. 

Posters can be identified as having a variety of roles. The main ‘promoting’ 
roles are as follows: 

Infrastructure advice co-ordinators act as a protective buffer zone orches- 
trating paedophile newsgroup activity and giving advice (e.g., about the group, 
how to download and decode articles and pictures, how to post anonymously 
and prevent discovery, suitable e-mail addresses and other newsgroups, how 
to respond to ‘Flames’, i.e., anti-paedophile reactionaries). 

Literature reviewers give detailed information regarding paedophile related 
publications, how to become a member of paedophile organisations, etc. 

Story/fantasy generators directly engage in the production and posting of 
stories. 

Support people contribute to a supportive context in which sexual interest 
in children can develop. They detail positive aspects of adult child sexual inter- 
action, claim to disagree with coerced sex between adult and child and fully 
support consensual sex between adult and child. 

Posters and traders of child erotic and child pornographic pictures fall mainly 
into the following categories: child erotica only; child pornographic only; hard 
core child pornography only; mixed child erotica and child pornography; multi- 
sex deviants. A large amount of the activity consists of swapping pictures. Posts 
may ask for a certain picture to complete a particular series; there are posts 
containing ‘prize pictures’, recent pictures, offers of free CDs of series of pho- 
tos, etc. 

There are also ‘detractors’ posting material to the paedophile newsgroups, 
i.e., the reactionaries who aggressively react against the content of the newsgroup 
postings, and paedophile register propagators who post identification details of 
paedophiles. 

Thus, the Internet provides a uniquely safe, easily accessible, and support- 
ive context for posting, trading and collecting child pornography. This illegal 
material drives a market that is distinctive in that it typically, in the newsgroups, 
does not involve the exchange of money. 



Justification to a wider audience 

Not to forget, there are an unknown number of people engaged in the passive 
monitoring and downloading of images and information. All the evidence is 
that many people at least browse in this area, if not actively downloading. The 
easy accessibility and transnational distribution of child pornography and 
rationalisations for child sex has broader implications in the context of sexual- 
ising children to an audience who may not have any primary interest in child 
sex perse. The children depicted in child pornography pictures are engaged in 
sexual behaviour, and are directed by the photographer to behave in specific 
ways that serve to sexualise children, in order to gratify a whole range of fanta- 
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sies. The result is that children engaged in sex acts are often smiling or have 
neutral expressions; very rarely do children in child pornographic pictures show 
signs of discomfort. These depictions appear to be designed to reinforce ration- 
alisation and justification processes for adult sexual interest in children. To the 
wider audience the pictures depict children as ‘willing sexual beings’. 



Notes 

1. Combating Paedophile Information Networks in Europe. For more information about the re- 
search project, see Rachel O’Connell’s article “Child Sex Iconography” in this book. 

2. This article is a summary of findings presented in a paper by Rachel O’Connell at the Expert 
Meeting at UNESCO, “Sexual Abuse of Children, Child Pornography and Paedophilia on the 
Internet”, Paris, January 18-19, 1999. 



Child Sex Iconography 

Iconic Narratives of Child Sex Myths 

Rachel O'Connell 



This article seeks to explore the socio-historic origins of child sex myths trans- 
mitted via the iconic narratives of child sex iconography. 1 (The reasons for 
using the term ‘child sex iconography’ instead of ‘child erotica’ and ‘child por- 
nography’ are given in note 1.) This approach marks a departure from a more 
typical discussion of child sex iconography within a narrow legal perspective. It 
is proposed that child sex iconography may be viewed as one of the media by 
which child sex myths and metaphors have been disseminated throughout the 
last century and a half. Furthermore, it is suggested that the template of these 
iconic child sex narratives may be situated in European turn of the century art. 

This theoretical approach involves borrowing the methods of study of ico- 
nography, which Panojsky 2 described as the branch of art history, which con- 
cerns itself with subject matter or meaning, as opposed to form. This endeavor 
is important because, as Preziosi 3 points out, a picture is a discursive space in 
which it is possible to connect artistic motifs and combinations of artistic mo- 
tifs, i.e., compositions with themes or concepts. Motifs are thus recognized as 
carriers of a secondary and conventional meaning and combinations of images 
can be described as stories. Images whose content are left unexamined con- 
tinue to have hidden powers of persuasion, something which is of no great 
concern in images whose ideological messages are clearly understood. It would 
be very remiss to ignore the narrative content of child sex iconography which 
is continually disseminated worldwide, particularly in view of the facts that 
these narratives support and justify both child sex myths and actual child sexual 
abuse. 



Three periods of child sex iconography 

The three periods briefly explored in this article are characterised by prolifera- 
tions of child sex iconography in the public domain. 4 Commencing this explo- 
ration around the middle of the last century seems appropriate, as it was around 
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this time that a body of work became organised into a category referred to as 
pornography. Arguably, this began a process of both categorising material as 
pornographic and defining the meaning of pornography in terms of the ‘forbid- 
den’. With necessary selectivity, the article will explore the following media 
and periods in chronological order — the purpose is to briefly explicate the 
possible origins, embellishments and mutations of child sex myths over the last 
century and a half: 

• works of art dating from the turn of the last century; 

• photographs and videos from the period 1969—1979 when pornography 
was legalised in Denmark and subsequently disseminated worldwide; 

• images, photographs and video clips disseminated via the Internet. 

Tang 5 proposes that the history of pornography can be told in terms of tech- 
nologies. A recurrent set of related issues arises in relation to child sex iconog- 
raphy at the turn of the last century, and permeate through to the present day. 
These issues can be outlined briefly in terms of the conjoining of a set of 
circumstances attendant to proliferations of child sex iconography - issues that 
will be addressed in greater depth throughout the article: 

• increased technological sophistication; 

• ease of accessibility of material; 

• worldwide dissemination of child sex iconography; 

• perceived lax, absent or difficult to enforce legal constraints. 

The rationale for this historical approach is underpinned by the necessity to 
understand the meanings, myths and metaphors contained in child sex iconog- 
raphy. The approach facilitates the search for enduring commonalties, threads, 
and themes in these depictions. It is hoped that seeking to illuminate the unex- 
plored meanings depicted in child sex iconography in a systematic manner may 
provide some valuable psychological insights into some of the seemingly im- 
plicit ideological assumptions made by adults with a sexual interest in children. 
Such an analysis would provide a means of eliciting useful discriminating vari- 
ables that would assist theory building about sexual interest in children. 

It seems reasonable to suggest that such a study may provide insights into 
how sexual behaviours with children are maintained. This process may ulti- 
mately assist in assessing the danger an individual may pose to the community. 
Equally, a systematic categorisation system of the child sex myths that an indi- 
vidual adheres to would be useful in a therapeutic setting, for the purposes of 
deconstructing those myths. 
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The COPINE project 

The main body of research that informs this article stems from over three years 
of research investigating pedophile activity on the Internet as part of my doc- 
toral thesis in psychology that commenced in 1996. In 1997, the Child Studies 
Unit, Department of Psychology, University College Cork, secured funding from 
the European Union for a European wide project called COPINE (Combating 
Paedophile Information Networks in Europe). The aims of this project were as 
follows: 

• to promote an awareness and understanding of the issues involved; 

o to facilitate the clear communication and development of contacts between 
law enforcement and other professionals in Europe; 

• to identify areas for future operational co-ordination and co-operation. 

The last three years have been spent working in close collaboration with the 
Irish Police, The Paedophile Unit, Scotland Yard, and the Belgian and Dutch 
Police to execute these aims. 

Part of the research involved an analysis of the structure and social organi- 
sation of child sex related activities in cyberspace and its implications for inves- 
tigative strategies. 6 

Research also involved the detailed analysis of over 1,000 child sex iconog- 
raphy images, in order to arrive at a systematic categorisation system of the 
content. The variables analysed centred on age, sex, and ethnic origin of the 
children, adolescents and adults depicted, along with the sex acts and sexual 
interactions featured. 

A similar detailed analysis of over 100 child pornography videos was car- 
ried out again for the purposes of categorising the content of these videos. 

And over twenty hours were spent in Internet Relay Chatrooms (IRC) dedi- 
cated to child sex gathering information about adult sexual interest in children. 
Some broad findings of this research will be referred to later in this article. 
Arising from the studies outlined above it became clear that a number of 
differing broad approaches can be employed when analysing the meaning, 
content, function and role of child sex iconography. By focusing on images 
defined as child pornography, the multifaceted layers of interpretation can be 
stated explicitly as follows: 

® Child pornography images are the evidence of serious sexual assaults. As 
records of both the crime and the crime scene, these pictures are open to 
the techniques of crime scene analysis. This has important ramifications 
from a legal, law enforcement and child protection perspective. 

• Research findings over the last four years suggest that adults with a sexual 
interest in children are highly selective in the kinds and content of the child 
sex iconography images they prefer. Therefore a forensic psychological 
perspective may be adopted when the collection of child pornography is 
viewed as a behaviour, rather than an intention or attitude. It therefore 
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constitutes a firm base on which to develop empirical analyses relating 
collecting behaviour to offending. Collecting choices are a behavioural 
expression of sexual interest, and as such therefore may provide objective 
and tangible insights in two senses: 

i. by helping to identify the kind of pedophile interest that characterises 
the person concerned; 

ii. by giving an objective and empirical basis to predictions of future risk 
and dangerousness, especially in circumstances where there is no his- 
tory of offending on which to base predictions of dangerousness. 

• Categorising the child sex iconic narratives that individuals subscribe to 
plays an important role in our understanding of adults with a sexual inter- 
est in children. This process would provide insights on a number of levels: 

i. Developing a categorisation of the various iconic narratives of child 
sex myths that individuals subscribe to will help to identify the kinds 
of child sex myths that characterise individuals. 

ii. Provide the opportunity to use sequential analyses to explore corre- 
spondences between the nature of myths that an individual subscribes 
to and the nature of the offences, if any, perpetrated. 

iii. Provide insights into the child sex myths and ideologies to which an 

individual subscribe. This has implications for treatment and predicting 
liability to offend. ° 



Child sex myths are discursive products 

Over the course of the last four years analyzing child sex iconography and text 
based accounts of alleged sexual abuse and fantasies recounted by adults with 
a sexual interest in children, I have encountered some frequently occurring 
myths surrounding child sex. These include notions such as ‘children are sexual 
beings’, ‘children demand sexual gratification from adults’, and ‘sexual interac- 
tion between children and adults does not result in harm to children’ - in fact 
it is often suggested that sexual interaction with children causes more harm to 
the adult than the child. How are we to interpret and understand these myths? 

The approach taken here is a social constructionist one, which asks: How 
do culture, history and society shape and maintain child sex myths? The under- 
lying premise of this argument is that people are embedded in conversations 
and we constantly make sense of the world through narratives and stories . 7 
Child sex myths are discursive products, the roots of which can be situated in 
mainstream dominant narratives of our society. As such, these narratives and - 
of particular interest here — iconic narratives of child sex myths transmitted via 
child sex iconography are open to examination. They are located within, and 
defined by, the complexes of social activity. Nowhere is this more apparent 
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than via computer-mediated communication which enables us to encounter 
many diverse people representing different ways of being in the world. Rom 
Harre 8 has argued that if there is one fundamental or most basic social psycho- 
logical activity, then we would have to say that conversation and social interac- 
tion are the best candidates for this distinction. 

This approach turns on its head the traditional methodology of looking at, 
e.g., cognitive distortions as ways of explaining the ideological assumptions 
about child sex. The cognitive approach tends to begin with attempts to locate 
the origins of child sex myths and ideologies within the individual. Murphy 
(1990, cited in Hollins and Howells 9 ) and Segal and Stermac (1990, cited in 
Grubin 10 ) have reviewed the role of cognition in sexual assault. They found 
that although clinical observations suggest that child molesters do have cogni- 
tive distortions that are related to their offences, it has been difficult to detect 
defective cognitions specific to child molesters in research. 

This article tentatively situates the origins of child sex myths, as we know 
them today, within mainstream art at the turn of the century. As a part and 
parcel of mainstream art and popular culture the narrative discourse on child 
sex would have been incorporated into mainstream dominant narratives. The 
subsequent sub-cultural narratives that grew around these mainstream narra- 
tives are visible in the discussions that pedophiles engage in and the iconic 
narratives of the child sex iconography that they exchange in child sex related 
sites on the Internet. The sub-cultural narratives of adults with a sexual interest 
in children are accessible to research, something which will be discussed in 
greater depth later. The iconic narratives of child sex myths that encourage 
sexual offending are legitimate research targets, regardless of their causal sta- 
tus, because they may serve to maintain offending once it has begun. Child sex 
myths may be necessary, if insufficient, for child molestation. 

In a discussion of myths and metaphors, Eliade Mircea 11 highlighted the 
central aspect of myths, i.e., the ambiguity that myths seek to create - an ambi- 
guity that suggests that myths may be about the past but they may also be 
about the present, e.g., sexual interest in children has always existed. Using 
such a premise infers that sexual interest in children is something that stands 
outside of the realms of current social and legal sanctions and it is thereby 
granted enduring mythical and ideological status. Myths do not lose their rel- 
evance by virtue of being ancient, because they exist outside of ordinary time. 
In psychological terms the central figure of a myth corresponds to an arche- 
type, which in this case refers to the ‘forbidden fruit’ or the ‘sexually desirable 
child’. This archetype also exists outside of ordinary time and so is granted 
ideological status. The effects of such myths can be regarded as twofold. Firstly, 
for adults with a sexual interest in children these myths serve to provide an 
ideological and mythical basis for their sexual predilections. To society the 
citing of these myths in terms of the archetypal ‘forbidden fruit’ represents a 
circular argument which by the nature of its circularity is impossible to refute. 

Furthermore, a reciprocal interaction between the child sex myths con- 
tained in the sub-cultural narratives, i.e., those of adults with a sexual interest 
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in children, transact and shape the understanding that society in general has 
about child sex. Conversely, social and legal sanctions, media commentary, and 
reaction to child sex cases will have an effect on how adults with a sexual 
interest in children interpret child sex. 



Iconic depictions of child sex myths in high art of the last century 

Tracing the origins of child sex myths and metaphors depicted at the turn of the 
century is a difficult task, not least because this period is overshadowed by the 
impressionist movement and has received little attention in its own right from 

historians. These facts are further confounded by the tendency to avoid 
child sex iconography as a subject for discussion. Speculating on the meaning 
of the material to viewers is fraught with even more difficulties, particularly as 
this exploration is carried out in retrospect. Exploring meanings and metaphors 
is further complicated by the differences in legal parameters surrounding child 
sex at the turn of the last century. In the United Kingdom prior to 1885, the age 
of consent for sexual relations was just twelve years of age. Until 1880, English 
courts held that if a female child consented to sexual intercourse no charges 
could be brought against the adult involved. Child prostitution was rife in cer- 
tain parts of London at that time. 

Bram Dijkstra 12 has provided an insightful and rare account of turn of the 
century art. From an art historian’s perspective, he provides some illuminating 
insights into what he terms as the ‘iconography of misogyny’ from the middle 
up to the turn of the last century. Throughout this period the hegemony of the 
Darwinian creed prevailed, i.e., the well-proselytized ‘scientific proof that women 
were inferior to men and had minds that could at best be likened to a child’s. 
Research findings such as these, made by the most eminent of scientists, of- 
fered license to artists and writers to depict women as child-like creatures. The 
woman-child analogy’ became prevalent, and soon the parameters of that anal- 
ogy saw some artists choose to focus exclusively on children. Turn of the 
century artists borrowed the symbolic motifs and iconic narratives that had 
traditionally been used to depict adult female sexuality and utilized the same 
motifs when depicting children. Hence, child sex iconography was born and in 
time it was further embellished with scripts and narratives of its own. 

The audiences for these works of art consisted of a small elite of wealthy 
individuals who were well versed in the symbolic meanings of certain motifs 
and symbols. Toward the close of the century, gravure-assisted photographic 
reproductions printed in periodicals, books and magazines made the work of 
contemporary artists accessible to millions of viewers all over the world. This 
resulted in works of art being elevated to a position of international impor- 
tance, which Dijkstra 13 describes as not unlike that occupied by television in 
our own time. It is important to point out that child sex iconography does not 
exist in a vacuum. Although it falls outside the scope of this article it seems 
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reasonable to highlight that the child sex narratives and myths depicted in 
works of art were mirrored in the literature of that time. 

The ideology and symbolism underlying the emergent child sex iconogra- 
phy has far-reaching relevance in terms of situating the origins and subsequent 
elaboration, mutations and dissemination of child sex myths. These issues will 
be returned to later in this article. The following paragraphs will briefly explore 
some of the motifs, myths and iconic narratives that surfaced in turn of the 
century depictions of children. All of the paintings mentioned were widely 
distributed in periodicals and magazines and thus were easily accessible to the 
general population at that time. 



Iconic child sex myths and narratives 

The search for the ideal of innocence 

According to Dijkstra 14 there was an underlying quest in the art of this period 
for the contours of the adult woman’s lost innocence in the features of the 
child. A curious crossing of boundaries began to take place where the sexual 
enticements of women were represented in the physical body of the child. For 
example, the female artist Susanne Daynes Grassot in her painting ‘Child before 
a mirror’ depicts a naked child approximately eight years old standing before a 
mirror. The child is depicted standing naked in an erotic pose and appears to be 
completely self-absorbed. Depictions such as this and many others serve to 
underpin the analogies between a nude little girl and the poses of vanity and 
sexual arousal given to adult females by turn of the century artists. The under- 
lying scripts and narratives of these depictions were well understood by the 
turn of the century viewer. 

Waiting and or pleading for carnal knowledge motif 

Dijkstra describes the artist Paul Chabas as one of the most diligent artists in 
exploring the sexual implications of the woman-child analogy. He repeatedly 
painted scenes depicting adolescent girls posed naked and unprotected, sur- 
rounded by nature. The notion of therapeutic rape entered into the symbolic 
narratives of these depictions. There arose a veritable obsession with the cer- 
tainty that these girls would come to have carnal knowledge. The motif at the 
time frequently used to depict children waiting for carnal knowledge was a 
naked girl, usually seated, eyes shut and seemingly waiting with an expectant 
air. 

Promise of 'love without fear' motifs 

As the century drew to a close, themes around the process of awakening the 
woman in the child became more prevalent. This was mirrored in literature 
where the notion of the young child unfettered by social convention, and as 
yet unaware of the wiles of womanhood, would embrace her sexual awaken- 
ing into carnal knowledge by the viewer without fear. This process would be a 
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natural conclusion to the child’s plea for carnal knowledge. Dijkstra discusses 
Bruno Piglhein’s use of a favorite artistic pose of a sexually sated woman and 
applied the same formulaic depiction to the pleasurable exhaustion of a toddler 
on ‘Christmas Morning’. Simultaneously, in France Leon Perault made the erotic 
depictions of toddlers a specialty. In 1897, he painted a picture entitled ‘Bacchus 
as a Child’ in which he placed a naked infant in the characteristic pose of a 
nymph with broken back. This motif was frequently used in the depiction of 
naked adult women lying supine in sharp backward angles as if these women 
were in terminal backward spasms of uncontrollable sexual desire. 15 The posi- 
tion inferred that it was only natural to take these women by force and that they 
were in fact pleading for sexual gratification. That artists in the depiction of 
young children applied the same motif gives insight into just how close to 
pornographic the celebrated artist wished to take the eager viewers’ imagina- 
tion. 

Anti-infantine sentiment 

In 1900, Leon Frederic painted ‘The Stream’ depicting the world of the child in 
what Dijkstra describes as a ‘carnal orgy of infant flesh’. It seems that the turn of 
the century mind had reached the opposite end of the spectrum from where it 
had commenced. The artists had sought the ideal of innocence in female chil- 
dren which had quickly turned to viewing the child as somewhat precocious 
and self-obsessed. She was subsequently depicted as impatiently waiting for 
carnal knowledge. Her innocence in matters carnal represented to the turn of 
the century male the promise of yielding compliant love. At the close of the 
century, she was considered by the most eminent scientists to have criminal 
tendencies. Paul Adam, in an article ‘On children’ published in La Revue Blanche 
in 1895 (cited in Dijkstra 16 ), warned that: “virtually all vices fester in the mind of 
the child”. 

These sentiments were echoed by numerous writers, scientists and philoso- 
phers and came to feature in the work of artists. The validity of Dijkstra’s inter- 
pretations is open to debate, but his arguments are easily appreciated by look- 
ing at the artwork he refers to. Fortunately, turn of the century artists that he 
refers to adhered to the strict representational style that allows easy recognition 
of the handful of well used motifs and styles. This examination can be supple- 
mented by examining the literature and scientific findings from this era - it is 
hard to dispute his findings. In any event that a debate should be initiated can 
only be a good thing, for if we do not scrutinize the messages and myths that 
are transmitted through iconic depictions, then in all probability they will con- 
tinue to permeate throughout our culture. 



Dissemination of the template of child sex iconic narratives 

Towards the end of the last century, the template of child sex myths was dis- 
seminated throughout Europe and beyond. This dissemination was to be aided 
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further by the then widespread use and accessibility of photography. It seems 
reasonable to suggest that photographers would have emulated and sought to 
reproduce the classical images of art. This is evidenced in the case of photo- 
graphs of nude adult females, which the French Academy had initially accepted 
as works of art. With the advent of cheap mechanisms for producing negatives, 
an unlimited numbers of prints could be produced quite cheaply. The voyeur- 
ism facilitated by photography allowed viewers to look at real children while 
not being seen. At that time numerous obscene pictures were produced, traded 
and disseminated in and around Europe. A forging of distribution channels and 
trade links with this new photographic industry took place but the evidence of 
this has been obscured over time. The proliferation of child sex iconography 
came to the attention of legal structures that grappled with a number of issues. 
These issues can be outlined as follows: 

• The reproducibility of the photograph and its relative cheapness created 
significant opportunities for wide-ranging public access to such materials. 

• Transnational dimensions were added as porn dealers utilized the postal 
system as a means for disseminating pornographic images. 

° Distinctive structured and socially organized group dynamics with porn 
dealers akin to drug dealers and those buying child sex iconography akin 
to users, were created and maintained. 



Commercial child sex iconography magazines and videos 
- ten years of madness (1969-1979) 

The second illustrative example explores the period 1969-1979 during which 
all forms of pornography were legalized in Denmark. This legalization was 
accompanied by the subsequent global dissemination of such material during 
the same ten years. This period witnessed a growth of commercial child por- 
nography magazines and videos. Tate 17 provides the names of the fathers of 
commercial child pornography in the twentieth century. These men were two 
existing adult pornography producers, Peter Theander and Willy Strauss. Strauss 
launched a child pornography magazine entitled Bambina Sex in 1971. In the 
first issue he used pictures from a collection that a pedophile had given to him 
and printed, bound and sold these images in the form of a magazine. This 
method of soliciting pictures from readers became the standard method of ac- 
quiring photographs that were published in subsequent magazines. 

According to Tate, Theander brought child sex iconography into the do- 
main of the moving picture, applied the methods used in the filming of adult 
pornography and transposed them onto child pornography. Comparative analysis 
of the content of both adult pornography and child pornography videos pro- 
duced during this period highlights the influence of filming methods applied in 
adult pornography, for example, the tendency to show angles that were nor- 
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mally hidden from view even of the participants. According to Tang 18 these 
explicit shots of penetration originated from early American stag movies; the 
recurrent motif was the low angle shot between the legs to reveal penetration 
in the missionary position. Films were subject to the demands of a mass market 
and this market was catered to in what appears to be a systematic manner. Just 
as in adult movies there were possible combinations of heterosexual, homo- 
sexual, and a mixture of both; sexual interaction between couples, or groups; 
vaginal, anal, oral, genital-digital penetration, etc. Similar methods were ap- 
plied to child pornography movies. In these the number of children were alter- 
nated and the sexual interaction could be: 

• child to self (e.g., self masturbating); 

• child to child (children performing sex acts on other children); 

• child to adult (child performing a sex act on an adult); 

• adult to child (adult performing a sex act on a child); 

• group of children and adults of either one or both sexes engaging in any 
number of sex acts. 

Typically the children involved were Caucasian and appeared well fed and 
materially well cared for, which it seems reasonable to suggest further normal- 
ized the sexual abuse of children. 

The child sex myths from the turn of the century were, thus, maintained in 
the cine-film and videos produced during the era (1969-1979) but also embel- 
lished further with motifs borrowed from adult pornography. The moving pic- 
ture reinforced child sex myths with a dynamic real life quality that still pictures 
do not infuse. This increased the perceived veracity of child sex myths. These 
movie depictions became the new medium for the transmission of child sex 
myths. 

The scenes were orchestrated and the children instructed to behave in 
ways which were designed to leave the viewer in no doubt about the ‘truth’ of 
the underlying child sex myths. The use and juxtaposition of the techniques 
applied to adult pornography in child pornography videos served to further 
blur boundaries and meaning of child pornography, i.e., serious sexual as- 
saults. These aspects of child pornography were minimized, and myths about 
child sex maximized, using the following techniques: 

• Children depicted in these films were generally smiling or had neutral ex- 
pressions. 

• They appeared to be well versed in their own and adult anatomy. 

• They rarely showed hesitation in going through a series of sex acts, some- 
thing which conceivably has the desired effect of normalizing and sanitiz- 
ing child sex to viewers. 

Through analysis of these films it was possible to discern i number of additions 
to the child sex myths from the turn of the century. These films typically de- 
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picted children as more than willing participants, and rarely contained evi- 
dence of harm having been done to the child. Between 1971 and 1978, Theander’s 
company Colour Climax Corporation produced a series of at least thirty-six ten 
minute films, with titles such as Sucking Daddy, Fucking Children and Little 
Girl Sex. These shorts were marketed under the brand name ‘Lolita’ and were 
professionally made with titles, lighting and music. 

This period also witnessed the dissemination of child sex iconography 
worldwide. The production of commercial film based child sex iconography 
utilized the most up-to-date and sophisticated technology available. As had 
happened at the turn of the century, the conjoining of lax or absent legal 
constraints, with increased technological sophistication, facilitated easy accessi- 
bility of this material, which was distributed worldwide. Tate 19 outlines that the 
subsequent re-instatement of the prohibition against child pornography simply 
resulted in cutting out the go-between. Pedophiles continued to exchange pic- 
tures of themselves abusing children amongst one another but without the 
commercial element to this trade. 



Child sex related activities in cyberspace 

Communication technologies such as the Internet facilitate the rapid dissemina- 
tion of a virtual stream of child sex iconography that appears to cater to every 
sort of child sex fantasy. The global dissemination of iconic narratives of child 
sex myths has met the ultimate tool. Just as moving pictures had an impact on 
the nature and dimensions of child sex iconography, the Internet has impacted 
on the accessibility and worldwide distribution of a wide selection of images 
on an even greater scale. The interconnectivity and anonymity that the Internet 
affords, allows users to become increasingly engaged in child sex related activi- 
ties. This has resulted in the facilitated formation of child sex related groups 
and the fostering of on-line relational development between adults with a sexual 
interest in children who engage in trading, collecting, disseminating, discussing 
and producing child sex iconography. These activities highlight the need to 
consider the following factors: 

• The nature of on-line child sex related activities is illegal in most countries, 
so the forging of strong relationships based on a certain amount of trust 
would appear to be essential ingredients to underpin pedophile activity in 
cyberspace. How is this brought about in cyberspace amongst people whom 
in many cases have never met one another face-to-face? Research findings 
show how members of on-line child sex related groups appropriate identi- 
fiable sets of norms for behavior, or codes of on-line ‘netiquette’, which 
serves to protect group members in two ways. Firstly, any deviation by a 
user from a set of prescribed rules and norms of the group would serve to 
identify that group member as a potential risk to other members of the 
group. Alerted to possible danger group members can take steps to limit 
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the damage that such a person may cause. Secondly, these rules serve to 
protect group members from detection, and social or legal sanction. 

• Arguably pedophile activity in cyberspace has pushed child sex iconogra- 
phy from an offline covert ‘closet’ position into an on-line public position 
of prominence, which perhaps adds a new potency to the material. This 
may lead to a false sense of the acceptability and normality of these images 
and the underlying sexual abuse of children. 

• Computer-mediated communication (CMC) provides an interactive medium 
that facilitates the on-line admixture of child sex myths. Users come on-line 
to discuss child sex related alleged experiences and fantasies, and to ex- 
change masturbatory fantasies, by engaging in a form of cybersex which 
involves role-playing the abuse of a virtual child. These activities are often 
supplemented by the exchange of child sex iconographic images to illus- 
trate individual preferences in terms of age, sex, ethnic origin, position of 
child (i.e., standing, sitting, straddling, kneeling, lying, bending over), and 
location (outdoors, indoors) of child. These images also depict the pre- 
ferred sex act that the user likes to view children performing, and the 
direction of the sexual interaction (i.e., child to self, child to child, child to 
adult, adult to child, or group interactions). As these images are discussed 
users often record the conversations so a text and picture based record 
exists detailing the admixture of ideas, myths and metaphors of child sex. 
Admixtures may occur in a number of ways, i.e., interaction of both tradi- 
tional and personal child sex myths with the child sex myths adhered to by 
others. Interactions such as these could conceivably result in the creation 
and appropriation of new or altered child sex myths. Researching the pro- 
cesses behind the creation of new or altered narratives of child sex myths 
may provide a measure of the social impact of adults with a sexual interest 
in children interacting in cyberspace. 



Levels of publicly accessible on-line child sex iconography activity 

In 1997, a study that involved monitoring activity in child sex related newsgroups 
on the Internet estimated that of the 30,000 newsgroups that were in operation 
at the time approximately 0.07 per cent (23 newsgroups) contained child erotica 
and child pornography (O’Connell). 20 In 1999, the number of newsgroups that 
contain child sex iconography fluctuates between 50 and 55 groups. This repre- 
sents a doubling of the number of Internet newsgroups dedicated to child sex 
over the last two years. This figure has to be viewed with caution, as there is 
evidence that users migrate in a nomadic fashion from one newsgroup to an- 
other. So a newsgroup that contained a lot of child iconography activity may be 
perceived by users as under scrutiny from law enforcement officers. Users may 
move en-masse to a new newsgroup while activity may persist in the original 
group but at a far lower level, or may consist primarily of cross postings from 
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adult pornography sites. Thus, the apparent increase in the number of groups is 
not necessarily an accurate reflection of an increase in pedophile groups in 
which child sex related activities take place. 

Over the course of the last two years, the COPINE team has collected ap- 
proximately 50,000 child erotica and child pornographic images. Approximately 
two thirds of this material consists of child erotica and the reminder consists of 
child pornography. Of the remaining one third consisting of child pornogra- 
phy, relatively much is comprised of old materials. Similarly, the number of 
pictures available at the publicly accessible layers of the Internet may not be an 
accurate representation of the number of images traded on more hidden layers 
of the Internet. Nor does that number represent an accurate picture of the 
number of images that may exist in any individual’s private or personal collec- 
tions. The figure 50,000 therefore must be viewed with caution. The key issue 
here has more to do with the fact that to sustain this activity it seems reasonable 
to assert that newness and novelty both play a crucial role this process. 



Iconographic study of child sex iconography 
exchanged in cyberspace 

A study of the content and meaning of the broad categories of child sex iconog- 
raphy available on the Internet will serve to highlight some of the myths that 
have persisted from the turn, of the century to the present day. Many of the 
images valuable on the Internet originate from the period 1969-1979 and smaller 
percentages are more recent in origin. 

Erotic child sex iconography 

The first category ‘Erotica’ consists of images of children in various stages of 
undress, from fully dressed to depictions of children wearing only a panties or 
bikini bottom. Many of these images look like ones that could be found in any 
family photo album. Many of the children depicted seem to be unaware that a 
photograph of them was being recorded. Some of the photographs clearly in- 
volve sophisticated photographic equipment (e.g., zoom lenses). It is important 
to stress that these images - no matter how normal the content - are being 
exchanged in a virtual environment where children are regarded as sexual 
beings. 

Within this category are images that I have subcategorized as ‘Erotica 2’. 
These images depict girls in the latter stages of undress where the focus is again 
on panties either pulled to one side, half way on/off or removed completely. 
The girls are not in sexually explicit positions but are posed in a sexually sug- 
gestive manner. The subtext of these images is that these children are sexual 
beings. These poses are easily recognizable from adult pornography and are 
reminiscent of artistic depictions from the turn of the century. The underlying 
iconic narratives are suggestive of child sex myths that intimate that those child- 
ren are sexual, precocious beings. 
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The iconic narratives of child sex myths that fall into these categories ap- 
pear to be designed to be ‘subdy suggestive of children’s sexuality’. The broader 
impact of these images on the general public who may not realize that these 
pictures are orchestrated may assist in the propagation of sex myths. 

The third category labeled ‘Naked’ consists of images of individual or groups 
of naked girls. The children depicted in these photographs are typically either 
toddlers (0-4 year old) or young children (5-8 year old) with far fewer preteens 
or pubescents. Within this category there exists further discrete subcategories 
of images that depict children in a natural state, i.e. , not posed, and depictions 
of children in sexually suggestive poses which suggests an element of orches- 
tration on the part of the photographer which serves to sexualize children. 

Pornographic child sex iconography 

The label for the fourth category ‘Waiting’ was taken from the heading of one of 
the images described by this category. It would appear that at this point images 
digress from the defining features of eroticism and move into the sphere of 
pornography. These images depict children in ‘sexually prepared positions’, 
i.e., lying or sitting with legs spread wide and genitals fully exposed, typically 
in the absence of an adult. The iconic narratives clearly suggest that these 
children are waiting for carnal knowledge. This motif of the lone child in a 
sexually prepared position typically on a bed suggests that these pictures repre- 
sent a voyeuristic perspective on what children will do when left to there own 
devices. The iconic narratives serve to ‘substantiate’ iconic narratives laid down 
at the turn of the century that children are curious, precocious sexual beings 
that in their natural state crave sexual advances. The children’s gaze may be 
directed at the camera suggestive of a plea to the viewer. 

A subcategory consists of images that are close-up shots of children’s geni- 
talia which may cater to specific fantasies but also serve to educate those un- 
sure about the capabilities of children’s anatomy. 

A further category labeled ‘ready and inserting’ show images of girls insert- 
ing sex objects in to their own genital orifices. The clear iconic narratives here 
again serve to reinforce the notion of children as curious sexual beings. Typi- 
cally children are depicted alone and again the idea of a voyeuristic view of 
these activities is aided by the fact that children typically are not looking at the 
camera. The averted gaze motif that repeatedly recurs in images that fall into 
this category is designed to reinforce the pornographic voyeuristic element and 
child sex myths about the sex acts children engage in when they believe they 
are not being watched. The iconic narratives - that these kinds of activities do 
not harm children - are ‘substantiated’ by the orchestrated depiction of the 
children as smiling or with neutral expressions. Furthermore these images serve 
to minimize the sexual abuse of children by adults, by providing ‘evidence’ that 
young girls engage in means of penetration in lieu of sexual interactions with 
adult males. 
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The remaining categories depict children engaged in various sex acts from 
genital-digital penetration, cunnilingus, fellatio, masturbation, inserting sex aids 
and, less commonly, in sado-masochistic scenes, etc. The iconic narratives de- 
pict children as knowledgeable and with smiling or neutral expressions that are 
orchestrated to imply that these children are not averse to these activities. Part 
of the process of categorizing these images was recording a number of vari- 
ables, including sex, age, and ethnic origin of children involved; the sex act(s) 
they were engaged in; the number, sex, and ethnic origin of adults involved; 
the sex act they were engaged in; and, most importantly, the direction of the 
sexual interaction, whether it was child to self, child to child, child to adult, 
adult to child or a group situation. This final factor is crucial to the development 
of subcategories of child sex iconography. 

The most recent images show a new discursive child sex myth as series of 
pictures become available that depict children situated in domestic settings 
engaged in typical activities like watching television or playing with toys. As 
the series progresses the same children are depicted engaged in various sex 
acts either alone or with an adult, before they are pictured again engaged in 
normal everyday activities. The narratives of these child sex myths seem to be 
designed to engage the viewer in the discursive process of thinking about child 
sex as something which is a ‘normal’ part of everyday life. 

These images engage the viewer in a discursive space where one is simul- 
taneously engaged in a process of interpreting the narratives contained therein. 
The voyeuristic element maintained by motifs like the averted gaze serves to 
engage the viewer with the abuse that is being depicted. Confronted with such 
images the viewers’ focus centers on the child. Typically, the child is smiling or 
has a neutral expression. The fact that this is an orchestrated image, designed to 
support child sex myths, is not readily observable and it is in this respect that 
the child sex iconography is a potent means of transmission of child sex myths. 

The question then is: What effect will these activities have on child sex 
related activities? 

• Is there a sense in which the child sex myths that an individual adheres to 
could provide useful discriminating variables? If the emphasis is shifted 
away from locating the locus of child sex ideologies or cognitive distor- 
tions from within an individual and situate them instead within society — 
are there ways in which the child sex myths that individuals subscribe to 
vary in degree along a continuum that could provide useful predictors of 
offence liability? 

• Many social scientists have remarked upon how the social effects of immer- 
sion in cyberspace are potentially complex and only dimly understood. 
When adults with a sexual interest in children from different backgrounds 
come together, new ideas can arise from their conversations. Sometimes 
new ideas are built up incrementally from the fragments of different view- 
points. Ideas may be more robust when they have been bounced around, 
critiqued, polished, and repackaged by a group. Therefore any program 
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designed to elucidate the process of pedophile activity in cyberspace must 
be cognizant of these potential effects and seek to record any changes or 
embellishments that occur to child sex myths. 



Research investigating the appropriation 
of child sex myths in cyberspace 

Central to elucidating the process of appropriation of child sex myths in 
cyberspace would be the arrival at a baseline taxonomy of child sex myths by 
analyzing the iconic narratives, motifs and symbols depicted in child sex ico- 
nography. These processes would be further enhanced by the use of discourse 
analysis of pedophile conversations to uncover the text based sub-cultural nar- 
ratives of these myths, rationalizations and justifications of child sex. Designing 
a research program to investigate the appropriation of child sex myths in 
cyberspace would need to be cognizant of the effects of computer-mediated 
communication. Therefore research would be couched within the framework 
of existing computer-mediated communication (CMC) research. 

A number of researchers have identified five broad factors that influence 
computer-mediated communication. These factors include: the external con- 
texts in which the use of CMC is set; the temporal structure of the group; 
infrastructure of the computer system; the purposes for which CMC is used; and 
the characteristics of the group and its members (Contractor & Seibold, 1993; 
Hollingshead & McGrath, 1995; Seibold, Heller & Contractor, 1994; Steinfeld, 
1986; cited in Jones 21 ). 1 will address each of these issues in relation to pedophile 
activity in child sex related sites on the Internet. 

External contexts 

Users engaged on-line in exchanging, trading, collecting and disseminating 
child sex iconography, and in particular child pornography, are typically en- 
gaged in highly illegal activities. It seems reasonable to suggest that both legal 
and social sanctions may effect the extent individuals engage on-line in child 
sex related activities and these effects must be borne in mind. External contexts 
will also affect the likelihood of whether participants know each other or not, 
or if their physical locations mean that they can meet up. External contexts may 
play a role in on-line and offline networking amongst adults with a sexual 
interest in children. 

Temporal structure 

Walther (1996, cited in Jones 22 ) has described the temporal structure of CMC 
activity in terms of synchronicity and asynchronisity. Research into pedophile 
activity in cyberspace suggests that the temporal structure of CMC activity lend 
itself to a further dichotomy, i.e., public or private and levels of activity: 
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1. Synchronistic activity involves a user being on-line and simultaneously 
engaged in reading and responding to computer-mediated communica- 
tion. Synchronistic activity lends itself to more private levels of activity, 
which may also be affected by the level of technical sophistication of the 
user involved. Synchronistic activity can be situated in private and hidden 
layers of the Internet. 

1.1 Private or hidden layers of the Internet: For example, IRC 23 is one of a 
number of communication protocols, such as e-mail and ICQ, 24 that 
due to its ability to enable private communication has a role in the 
direct passage of sensitive information, as well as supporting the distri- 
bution of pornography. DCC (Direct Client-to-client Communication) 
is a feature of IRC that facilitates users connected on-line via a server 
the option to bypass the server and establish one-to-one contact. This 
increases the level of anonymity afforded to the user and it seems 
reasonable to suggest that these synchronistic, private layers of the 
Internet would be used in the transfer of sensitive information includ- 
ing recent child pornography images. 

2. Asynchronistic temporal structure can be described as CMC that need not 
be on-line simultaneously. Users can read and respond at different times, 
e.g., in newsgroups and on mailing-lists. Because anyone can read or par- 
ticipate, all Usenet interactions is fundamentally multiparty and public. 

2.1 Public layer: An example of a public but potentially anonymous - i.e., 
users can strip the messages they post of any identity information - 
interface of the Internet would include Usenet newsgroups. 25 Accord- 
ing to O’Connell 26 research into pedophile networking on the Internet 
indicates that child sex related newsgroups provide a passive support- 
ive, virtual environment that facilitates the discussion of fantasies and 
alleged experiences of sexual offences against children in a context 
that sanitizes, routines and normalizes sexual contact with children. 
Asynchronistic public layer activity changes the relationship - places 
child sex iconography in a publicly accessible medium available to 
anybody who is interested. This serves to put law enforcement officers 
engaged in combating pedophile activity on the Internet in a position 
where they can watch these activities taking place. 

The distinctions between public and private layers are closely related to system 
infrastructure. 

System infrastructure 

As the differences in possible temporal structures suggest, computer network 
interactions shape interaction in many ways. System infrastructure is important 
to users engaged in illegal activities. Seibold et al. (1994, cited in Jones 27 ) argue 
that systems differ in three general ways: 
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• Physical configurations - includes such variables as how many computers 
there are and the speed of the system. 

• Systems adaptability - includes such variables as the capacity for anony- 
mous entries and systems programmability. 

• Level of user friendliness — information about how to optimize system in- 
frastructure for their own purposes is often exchanged amongst users along 
with detailed technical support. The fluidity of communication technolo- 
gies allows technically sophisticated users to shape the technologies to 
their own uses that the rapid advances in sophistication allow for an in- 
finite number of technical possibilities designed to support pedophile ac- 
tivity in cyberspace. 

Similarly, the infrastructure of the systems available to law enforcement to com- 
bat pedophile activity will have an impact on interactions. 

Group processes 

McGrath 28 discusses group processes in terms of the tasks they need to com- 
plete. Tasks in child sex related groups include the transmission of technical 
and social information among members of the group and also the transmission 
of child sex myths. Research has indicated how these tasks are carried out in 
child sex related groups (O’Connell 29 ). A brief summary of that research will 
highlight some relevant points: 

The structure and social organization of pedophile networking activity on 
the Internet does not appear to operate in a strictly hierarchical fashion. Instead 
posters adopt a co-operative approach with an organizing executive, i.e., ‘infra- 
structure advice coordinators’ engaged in disseminating information about how 
to avoid detection and outlining the rules of ‘netiquette’. These users also ap- 
pear to have a role in orchestrating the en-masse migration of users to different 
newsgroups. Relational development amongst users seems to center around 
co-operative activities. A large amount of the activity on picture based child 
erotica and child pornography newsgroups is driven in a co-operative manner, 
around swapping pictures. Posts may ask for a certain picture to complete a 
particular series, posts containing what are described as ‘prize pictures’, ‘recent 
pictures’, and offers of free CDs of series of photos for all to access. A focus on 
completing series of pictures by filling in missing pictures, and the frequency 
with which recent looking pictures appear, gives an indication of the organized 
approach that these users adopt in relation to their child pornography collec- 
tions and their appetite for newness. The development of behaviour norms and 
codes of ‘netiquette’ which are posted in the form of FAQ (Frequently Asked 
Questions texts) provide guidelines to users about how to behave both toward 
one another and to detractors while on-line. The overall sense is of a cohesive, 
well-organized set of group dynamics. 
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Participant characteristics 

Group and member characteristics have been argued to affect outcomes of 
computer-mediated communication. Research undertaken by the COPINE project 
indicates that in cyberspace there are at least six not necessarily exclusive kinds 
of participant involvement with child sex iconography: 

• The ‘confirmed collector’ pedophile, whose sexual preference is expressed 
in terms of a narrow and explicit range of material collected. Child sex 
iconography is a central aspect of the individual’s sexual life. Examining 
the content, and underlying sex myths depicted in the material collected, 
may provide important information on the sexual fantasies of the indi- 
vidual. 

• The confirmed ‘active’ pedophile, who not only has a sexual interest in 
children but also engages in the process of recording his sexual abuse of 
children and in so doing, produces child sex iconography. It is not clear 
whether there are distinct differences in the sexual interest expressed by 
the confirmed collector who does not engage in child sexual abuse and the 
active pedophile who does. It is not clear if they are different to some 
degree, or whether they are in some sense different. 

• The sexually ‘omnivorous’ who collect a wide range of unusual sexual 
material, of which child sex iconography is simply one. 

• The sexually ‘curious’. 

• The ‘libertarian’ who may be involved in trade for reasons that are not 
explicitly motivated by sexual interest in children but have more to do with 
striving to keep the Internet free from censorship. The libertarian is often 
highly technically sophisticated. 

• The ‘entrepreneur’ who seeks to exploit a commercial opportunity by meeting 
the demand for child sex iconography. Such individuals may have previous 
experience on the fringe of the sex trade, and may have links with organ- 
ized criminal activity. This may be combined with criminal activity or may 
be an opportunistic commercial activity. 

Users’ characteristics can be further categorized by using the criteria of level of 
engagement in child sex related activities on the Internet: 

1. Passive involvement through lurking, 30 i.e., browsing through public layers 
of the Internet but not engaging with others. This level of activity is very 
difficult to detect and so there are an unknown number of people engaged 
in the passive monitoring and downloading of images and information. 
There is a sense in which these people constitute a passive market for child 
sex iconography and thereby add fuel to the process. Passive involvement 
may appeal to users for the following reasons: 
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• Users want to avoid detection, i.e., users are less likely to be detected 
if they confine their activities to lurking. 

• Users’ desire to engage in the collection of child sex iconography may 
not coincide with the desire to communicate with other adults with 
sexual interest in children. 

• Engaging passively may be a precursor to engaging actively, or engag- 
ing passively may be the end stage of active involvement, i.e., may 
represent a diminishing involvement in the process. 

Points of contact may exist between those who lurk on public levels but may 
engage with others at more private levels. 

2. Active involvement in the process of producing or trading pictures, and 
stories or alleged experiences or fantasies. This kind of involvement may 
be engaged in at either public or private layers of the Internet. The persons 
actively involved in the process in many ways constitute the greater prob- 
lem in that they keep the supply of images going. These individuals, by 
actively distributing illegal images, are in a position analogous to a drug 
dealer, as opposed to the drug user or passive user outlined above. 



Conclusions 

This theoretical article sought to explore the socio-historic origins of child sex 
myths transmitted via the iconic narratives of child sex iconography. The pur- 
pose of this endeavour was to highlight child sex iconography as a discursive 
medium in the transmission of iconic narratives of child sex myths. The premise 
in understanding child sex myths involves situating them along a continuum 
within the dominant narratives of our culture and the sub-cultural narratives of 
adults with a sexual interest in children. The necessity of such a perspective is 
highlighted by the advent of communication technologies such as the Internet, 
where the dynamic global discursive processes facilitate what Gergen 31 de- 
scribes as ‘social saturation’ taking place. People appropriate new ways of inter- 
preting child sex myths. It is hoped that this article will give rise to new avenues 
of research in the search for more discriminating variables with which to under- 
stand and ultimately combat adult sexual interest in children. 



Notes 

1 . Child sex iconography: The definitions of pornography have changed over the last century and 
to avoid confusion the term child sex iconography will be used throughout this article. A second 
reason for using the term child sex iconography stems from the need to move away from the 
terms child erotica and child pornography which are often confused in readers’ minds with 
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issues surrounding adult pornography and erotica. The term child pornography does not ad- 
equately highlight the fact that the mere existence of the product is the evidence of serious 
sexual assaults on children. Child erotica refers to images of children in various stages of 
undress, or naked but not sexually explicit. The definition of child pornography within legal 
parameters, and the exclusion of child erotica, seems to have resulted in a minimizing of the 
importance of child erotica in psychological terms. The term erotica is an unfortunate one 
because of its use in describing adult material. A perusal of the debates surrounding the distinc- 
tion between adult pornography and erotica reveals the use of benign words to describe erotica, 
which are also applied to child erotica. Catherine Itzin, editor of Pornography: Women, Vio- 
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some of the issues: Gloria Steinman (1992) draws what she describes as the ‘clear and present 
difference between erotica and pornography’. ‘Pornography’ , she wrote ‘is about dominance, an 
imbalance of male-female power’ while ‘ erotica is about mutuality John Stolenberg (1992) 
defines erotica as ‘materials premised on equality, mutuality , recip?‘Ocity, and so forth’. Diana 
Russell (1992) defined erotica as ‘sexual representations that are non-abusive and non-sexist’. 
The language used here suggests that those depicted in erotica are engaged in consensual, 
mutual, and reciprocal activities. This prompts the question about how this language translates 
for child erotica. Indeed, mutuality and reciprocity may be exactly the ideas conveyed to adults 
with a sexual interest in children. Currently, there is a curious minimizing of issues related to 
child erotica premised on the idea that if the activities are not illegal then they do no warrant 
attention. From a psychological perspective such a blinkered view must be avoided and to that 
end I have coined the term child sex iconography in an attempt to attain a broader perspective 
of the issues. However, in instances where research has distinguished between child erotica and 
child pornography for purposes of clarity, these terms will be used. 
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It is important to highlight that while this discussion largely focuses on proliferations of child sex 
iconography in the public domain, the author is cognizant that this is only one of the possible 
layers of activity. Hidden layers of child sex iconography activity include a ‘private level’ 
(activity between two or more individuals) and a ‘personal level’ (activity solely confined to 
personal use) that typically do not permeate into the public domain. The permeability of 
material between levels has probably helped child sex iconography activity survive during 
periods of strict social and legal sanction. 
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The Naked, Hairy Caveman 

Child Abuse on the Internet 

Carlos A. Arnaldo, UNESCO 



Rado Brzoka, a Polish youngster, is an alert student adept in electronics, com- 
puters and media. He is also sensitive to deep human values. Speaking at the 
“Oslo Challenge” forum in November 1999 on the tenth anniversary of the 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, he attempted to portray 
his image of the future: 

It is a naked, hairy caveman, sitting in his dark cave. His whole body is hover- 
ing over something small and complicated. As we come closer, we see it is a 
modern cellular phone. You mean the cell phone is an old technology used by 
cavemen? No, I mean to say that technology is advancing to newer models of 
communication. But man risks going backwards to the cave! 

In a very real sense this young man’s vision portrays exactly what is happening 
today. Technology is advancing to newer and more complex forms of commu- 
nication, such as the cell phone and the Internet. And yet some sectors of the 
human population are degenerating back to animal instincts and behaviour, 
even worse than animals for they seek the prey of young children! In war and 
conflict situations, some misuse their arms and their force to abduct children 
into prostitution. Others use the new communication media as an electronic 
net to catch their prey. In either case it is the same animal. 

The Internet - as well as all future forms of electronic, global dissemination 
of information and knowledge - are indisputably powerful media, instanta- 
neous and interactive. They offer gateways to education, culture and self-im- 
provement. They can uplift individuals, they can empower whole societies, 
they can become hubs of business and profitable human enterprise. We should 
want our children to learn and master the Internet for their own education, 
their enlightenment, the social and civic upbringing. 

But like any other communication technology the Internet is only a means, 
a carrier. The Internet can be the bearer of evil, as well. It can be the forum for 
hate speech, intolerance, racism and apartheid philosophies. It can present 
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images of young children, boys and girls, tortured, sexually attacked, in various 
stages of suffering, and death. This is perhaps the worst violence that can hap- 
pen to children anywhere in the world because they are violated twice, the first 
time when they are sexually abused, and the second time and many times over, 
when this criminal scene is portrayed in photos, film, video or digitised images 
on the Internet. And each time these mediatised images are shown, we know 
that the sexual crime has already happened in reality. 

This is why UNESCO has been involved in this battle alongside the other 
specialised agencies of the United Nations system. The World Tourism Organi- 
sation fights the traffic of young children to serve as prostitutes and sexual 
tourism involving children. The International Labour Organisation seeks to pro- 
tect children from unfair labour laws and working under hard labour condi- 
tions, and as prostitutes or sexual toys. UNICEF supports non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) fighting the commercial and sexual exploitation of child- 
ren. The UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights works to 
enforce the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and to strengthen it with 
a new international protocol. UNESCO and the other specialised agencies also 
work hand in hand with the many hundreds of NGOs working in these fields to 
save children, to protect children, to comfort them after the violence has been 
inflicted on them. 

And hence, the UNESCO International Clearinghouse on Children and Vio- 
lence on the Screen, hosted at Goteborg University, also fulfils its role as a 
principal partner providing the services of a clearinghouse on research and 
information concerning children and the many kinds of media violence they 
must face in the world. For while technology is advancing, the social culture of 
the human species seems to be regressing. 

Concerning pornography and paedophilia in electronic forms, particularly 
as they occur on the Internet, the problem is often not known or not well 
enough understood. Some people are even so frightened of the subject that 
they do not want to know anything about it. But mature adults of this day and 
age must know, for their sakes and for their children or their children’s child- 
ren. We need to analyse what young people will find on the Internet and how 
they may overcome these problems. We will attempt to present this briefly in 
this article, though there are still many more aspects and details that should be 
studied and prepared for. For as we go deeper into analysing the Internet, it 
will be seen that not all problems are solvable within the scope of what parents 
or even parents and teachers together can do. The scope of the problem is 
much larger, as large as the Internet itself. When crimes cross frontiers, police 
enforcement and judicial processes must also be able to transcend borders; 
otherwise there is no sanction against cybercrimes. Child predators can look 
forward to a future of crime without punishment, such as they are enjoying 
now, because so far laws and enforcement are inadequate to keep up with 
crimes on the Internet. 

We also need to draw a map of the Internet to show where the good forces 
are: child protection agencies, police and judicial services, Internet service pro- 
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viders, NGOs. For while the Internet is like a vast road map of broad highways 
and avenues, there are also dimly lit side streets and dark alleys where children 
should not venture. We should try to point out to them and their parents where 
the ‘help’ stations are. It is a vast task because while help is virtually all around, 
physically it may be only in some countries or in some cities or presented only 
in a few languages, and by far most sites operate in English. We will nonethe- 
less point out the more available ones and show how others can be found. 

The main concern of UNESCO are the young children of today. Children 
who are at the very crossroads of life where education and culture, tolerance 
and peace should beckon them to create their place in society, and not let them 
succumb to the traffic of prostitution and other forms of sexual abuse. These 
are the children who should be in the schools that UNESCO and its Member 
States seek to assist and for which the Organisation seeks to provide the latest 
resources and techniques in education, science and culture. The minds of children 
are the seeding grounds for the peace of the next generation. 

“Who destroys children, destroys the future of society”, said Ms Homayra 
Sellier, President of the World Citizens’ Movement to Protect Innocence in Dan- 
ger. She also said in Brussels last 17 March 2000 at the international forum 
“Fighting Paedophilia on the Internet” (organised by the Association Mondiale 
des Amis de l’Enfance in co-operation with the Movement): “A government that 
cannot protect its children has no right to govern its people.” This should re- 
mind all of us, particularly governments, that they do have a serious obligation 
to study and fulfil the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. A particular 
area where governments, specifically their parliaments and lawmaking bodies, 
can make a major contribution is to strengthen laws to protect children from 
harm in the media and on the Internet, and to sign agreements to make extra- 
territorial laws operable. Many countries still have weak outdated laws in this 
respect, some have no laws at all. 

While seeking to protect children from the dangers of the Internet, it is also 
important to distinguish and punish the real criminals, and not destroy the 
tools, the new communication and information technologies, the creative envi- 
ronment which offers the means of transferring culture and education, as well 
as, unfortunately, child pornography and paedophilia. All too often, the temp- 
tation is merely to legislate against pornography and paedophilia on the Internet, 
in legal formulations that are difficult to separate from outright censorship. 
UNESCO has an ethical mandate to promote the free flow of ideas by word and 
image, a wider and better-balanced dissemination of information at interna- 
tional as well as national levels without any obstacle to the freedom of expres- 
sion. The only way to cure the ills of freedom is to ensure more freedom, and 
the only way to cure the ills of democracy is to have more democracy. Censor- 
ship is not a solution. 

This article will proceed to explain what are the real problems with the 
Internet as concerns young children, and attempt to review some of the solu- 
tions that have been operating for the last few years. 
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What is the real problem with the Internet? 

Will children really find such pornographic images when surfing on the Internet 
for music to download or games to play? Are child predators waiting on every 
site to kidnap young children? What exactly is the danger? 

The Belgian MAPI group (Movement Against Paedophiles on the Internet) 
does not confine the concept of child pornography to images alone. It defines 
child pornography as 

any material depicting children in explicitly sexual situations or inciting the 
sexual exploitation of children. 

Interpol has established a very broad definition of child pornography: 

Child pornography is the consequence of exploitation or sexual abuse perpe- 
trated on a child. It may be defined as any means of depicting or promoting the 
sexual exploitation of a child, including in written and/or audio form, centred 
on sexual acts committed by, or on the genital organs of, a child. 

It is important to bear these concepts in mind, as there are several shades of 
pornography to be found on the Internet, some illegal, some not. Many offen- 
sive and vulgar, but not necessarily illegal. 

Images of child pornography 

Specialist psychology researcher Rachel O’Connell, University of Central Lanca- 
shire, UK, has studied pornographic and paedophile sites for several years. She 
presented a summary to UNESCO at the Expert Meeting on “Sexual Abuse of 
Children, Child Pornography and Paedophilia on the Internet” in Paris, 18-19 
January 1999. To date, she has found no more than fifty sites (i.e., newsgroups) 
that really show or trade images of child pornography in the legally criminal 
sense of the word. Even supposing 100 per cent error, this means that there are 
probably no more than a hundred such sites around the world. These are 
accessed only by complicated codes and passwords, and thus normally acces- 
sible only by a small group of persons with whom the site owners or managers 
have cultivated a certain confidence and trust. This relationship is cultivated 
over several tradings or ‘swaps’ of photos usually increasing in daringness or 
illegality, such as images showing sado-masochism, torture and sometimes kill- 
ing. As these sites are illegal and pursued by police from various countries, 
including Interpol, it is highly unlikely that a young child would fall acciden- 
tally upon one of these sites. For those who traffic these images commercially, 
the volume of business these few sources can transact go into several hundred 
gigabytes of digital storage. 

Images of adult pornography and faked child pornography 

One can, however, find many sites that offer images of adult pornography and 
what could be called ‘pseudo child pornography’. It is called pseudo child 



The Naked, Hairy Caveman 



pornography because the persons presented are not minors in the legal sense 
of the term, that is, they are not below the legal age of majority taken as 18 
years in most, but not all, countries. But through make-up, hairstyle, kind of 
clothing and the background setting they are made to appear younger than 
they actually are. 

A number of sites have also been reported that present nudity of young 
persons, boys and girls. These are usually photos of children and young teen- 
agers taken at nudist camps. But at first sight, it is not always clear whether 
these images are illegal pornography or whether they merely portray nudity. 
When there is an undue emphasis on the sexual parts, or stances or poses 
which are usually not natural but contrived to ‘entice’, these may be said to go 
beyond just simple nudity. And hence the definition of pornography adhered 
to by MAPI is the more inclusive. 

There is another form of ‘pseudo pornography’ using digital techniques, 
also called ‘morphing’. Examples of morphing were shown in the well known 
film Terminator towards the end when the enemy cop’s hand became a steel 
spike and struck through an elevator door, or when he appeared to emerge 
from the flat black and white harlequin tiled floor and take the form of a police- 
man in a black and white uniform. In the same manner some pornographers 
take unclothed bodies of girls or boys and attach the heads of younger boys 
and girls to make the person look like a child or to make innocent boys and 
girls look like sex perverts. In some cases it is not easy to apply the law since it 
is difficult to determine the involvement of the children in this kind of ‘morphed’ 
pornography where all the action stems from the image manipulator. Nor is it 
simple to tell whether the images are illegal pornography, unless one includes 
the aspect of the ‘intention to entice’. 

These images are almost always offensive, vulgar and can be harmful to 
young children, instilling in them at a young age a cheap outlook on human 
values, the worth of human beings and human sexuality, making another per- 
son’s body equivalent to commercial merchandise. For these and many other 
reasons, there should be ways to limit young children’s access to these images. 
Whether these images are also illegal or not, depends on the laws of the coun- 
try where they are produced, where they are presented and where they are 
received. Some countries may outlaw adult pornography exhibiting persons of 
less than the legal age of majority, 18 in some countries, but 17 or even 16 in 
others; some may outlaw all kinds of pornography, that is, regardless of the age 
of the persons presented. 

In countries where these images are illegal, they can be voluntarily re- 
moved from access by the Internet service provider (ISP) under request from 
the police, judiciary or the appointed authority, or sometimes on the advice of 
trustworthy and credible child protection agencies. As a matter of fact, most 
ISPs prefer to remove these sites voluntarily rather than have the whole server 
closed down or be labelled as having a questionable reputation because of 
these salacious sites. For such sites also affect their good business relations 
with other potential customers. When they are offensive and even harmful, but 
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strictly not illegal, teachers, parents and family guardians have to resort to other 
means to prevent children from coming upon these sites. 

One certain method is the parent’s personal and continual (not nagging) 
advice, and seeking to learn and surf on the Net together with children, thus 
showing them good sites and helping them avoid bad sites. Since parents are 
not always home to render this service, but their children may have access to 
the computer in their absence, a help to ensuring safe surfing is the use of 
technical filters. A filter is an additional software that can be purchased, in- 
stalled on the computer and programmed by the parent and child together. It is 
best to do this together so the child learns why he has agreed to block certain 
sites. For once a child understands how to programme a filter, he can also de- 
programme the filter or turn it off in the parent’s absence. Hence a co-operative 
approach to the use of filters is recommended. 

Images attractive to paedophiles 

Yet another set of images are those that are attractive to paedophiles, although 
they may appear otherwise completely normal to everyone else. Their main 
purpose is to inspire paedophiles or nourish their hopes of meeting young 
children, such as those in the photos. In these cases, children are usually clothed, 
or at least in shorts or a swimming trunks; they are usually young boys playing 
sports outdoors. Some are young movie actors that have faces and a physique 
attractive to paedophiles. But otherwise, there is nothing illegal in these im- 
ages. You could find similar photos in a catalogue of children’s clothing. While 
these images, found easily everywhere, are provocative for paedophiles, they 
are hardly illegal and impossible to outlaw. These kinds of images are shown 
on many of the 40,000 and more paedophile sites on the Internet. 

Chat rooms 

Another feature of the Internet, where child predators can meet children and 
seek to meet or kidnap them, is the chat room. In effect this is a large electronic 
bulletin board, where surfers may offer their name and start up a conversation 
with whomever wishes to respond. For obvious reasons, it is best for children 
to give only a nick name or a pen name to avoid their being traced by prospec- 
tive predators or even by unwanted intruders. Some chat rooms are entirely 
free, that is, there is no moderator to give a topic or guide discussions. These 
can be very risky for young children, unless they have been well trained or are 
supervised at home or in school. A moderated chat room has a full time super- 
visor who, for example, monitors all the dialogue and may intervene to warn a 
surfer to use appropriate language, or may chase someone away who appears 
to be entering into salacious dialogue or seeking to set up a questionable 
rendezvous or meeting with a young surfer. It is here where child predators can 
easily put on the guise of a young person and seek to court a younger surfer to 
a meeting. A typical dialogue, culled by Parry Aftab of Cyberangels from several 
such dialogues and interviews with children, would go like this: 
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On the Net they (child predators) can hide behind anonymity and pretend they 
are just another child, to lure children in ways that we are not yet prepared to 
teach them to avoid. Chat rooms, instant messages, ICRs (Internet Chat Relays) 
are like beeper messages that go right to our children. Anything that allows 
someone to speak in real time to our children on a one-on-one basis is danger- 
ous. 

Children normally enter chat rooms. Paedophiles take note of this, they follow 
conversations and track children who are ioneiy. One child may send mes- 
sages like: “My parents are getting divorced... I hate my mother, she never 
buys me the computer game I want... I don’t like her boy friend either.” 

The paedophile comes in and says: “My parents are getting divorced, too. . . I 
hate my mother. . . I can never get the game I want, until Uncle Timmy got it for 
me.” 

“Oh yeah?” says the first child, trying to seek a companion in misery or possibly 
a solution. 

“Yeah”, says the paedophile, “all you gotta do is go to the mall and meet Uncle 
Timmy.” 

Children require close supervision for work in chat rooms. Children should 
never give their real name online, nor their address nor the name of their 
school nor any information that may help in identifying where he or she lives. 
Of course, they should never give any information about the credit card of their 
parents! 

Sites with stories, essays and other writings 

The most subtle trap for children, and therefore the most risky because it is 
highly underestimated, are the several thousand seemingly innocent sites run 
by paedophiles to exhibit their stories, essays, real histories of themselves or 
the members of their association, photos of themselves or friends or even of 
celebrities who are attractive to paedophiles. Many paedophile sites aim pre- 
cisely at proving that their deviant behaviour is normal or acceptable by the 
very fact that they are openly and prominently displayed on the Internet. Like 
water dripping relentlessly on a stone to crack it, repeated exposure to paedo- 
phile writings, essays and images can lead children and the general public to 
believe that there is nothing wrong with free sex for children of any age, that 
there is nothing illegal or harmful with the sexual abuse of children or in dis- 
playing such acts through pornography or paedophile web sites on the Internet. 

Some 40,000 such sites have been identified by researchers and child pro- 
tection groups. Their site names are simple and easy to fall into, and some are 
even attractive to children. 
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Drug abuse, trafficking of children, child prostitution and AIDS 

The threat of sexual abuse of children should not be seen in isolation, for it is 
not an isolated phenomenon. It often happens that we see only that part of the 
crime concerning the child and not the entire organised crime behind it or 
other aspects. If there are over a million cases of child AIDS victims in South 
Asia last year, the mix of causes certainly includes child abuse and child prosti- 
tution among them, which is preceded by child abduction, kidnapping and 
child trafficking of many kinds. Drugs are involved as well, as a means to keep 
young victims manageable but also to lure them into habits difficult to break, 
thus forcing them to remain within the criminal ring. One vice thus easily leads 
to another. The difficulty is how to break in. Meanwhile, children’s rights are 
being trampled upon and violated with impunity. Undoubtedly, more research 
is needed on these aspects where one social ill crosses into another. 



Ways to cope 

It is not easy to propose solutions. None is totally satisfactory. There is always 
one that could be left out. Nonetheless one has to make a start somewhere. 
This section attempts to review those organisations that have worked to protect 
children online by going online themselves and by using the technology of 
electronic databases and transmission. Inadvertently we trace a preliminary sketch 
of the evolution of these web sites over the last few years. Their shades of 
difference will also show how they developed differently in different regions 
and in response to different aspects of the problem. Their growth is exponen- 
tial and there are today perhaps a hundred times more than there were even 
just five years ago. And there are many other sites that offer information or tips, 
like the Yellow Pages for Kids, Teen Tips, Tips for Kids, Safe Surfing by Disney 
Online. Indeed, this only shows that the study of these web sites is in itself a 
research worth undertaking. The main point in presenting the sites below is to 
show the comprehensive sites that combine information, reflection and action, 
and those that have been at the forefront. 

Child protection agencies 

Child protection agencies online have been established mainly in the United 
States of America and most have had a history of at least five to seven years. 
While most of these are per se non-commercial, some also have commercial 
aspects (like sale of books) to contribute to their sustenance. Others have a 
page for surfers to make donations online with tax rebates or other tax incen- 
tive measures. Protection groups - like Cyberangels and Safeguarding Our Chil- 
dren - United Mothers (SOC-UM) - are in many ways the pioneers of child 
safety on the Net and their experiences have been thoroughly grounded in 
legislation, Internet operations, and the various nuances of pornography, pae- 
dophilia and abuse of children through the Internet. 
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Cyberangels (http://www.cyberangels.org) seeks basically to educate par- 
ents, teachers and child Internet users on online safety. They also have tearps of 
volunteers who search the Internet for child pornography and work with law 
enforcement agencies around the world to report paedophile luring activities 
online. They hold classes online to teach safety and have one of the most 
popular volunteer tiplines at the site to report cybercrimes against children. 
Parry Aftab manages the site and personally answers most if not all mail; her 
lawyer background provides further substance to the insights on her pages. 
She is also Head of the U.S. National Action Group of Innocence in Danger. Her 
first book, A Parents’ Guide to the Internet (New York: SC Press, 1997), is a 
simple introduction to the pleasures and hazards of the web. Her second book, 
The Parents’ Guide to Protecting Your Children in Cyberspace (New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 2000), culls from a longer experience and provides straight off 
the shoulder advice. 

Safeguarding Our Children - United Mothers (SOC-UM) (http://www.soc- 
um.org) is similarly oriented to public awareness, education, and prevention of 
child abuse. Its web site serves as a resource to those who have been wounded 
by childhood abuse. It is highly informative, interactive, and provides access to 
information both for safety tips and for understanding the phenomena of child 
abuse and paedophilia. It is managed by Debbie Mahoney who is a fierce 
advocate for child protection. 

In Europe and elsewhere, such helping agents are relatively rare. A number 
of sites went up following the “World Congress Against Commercial Sexual 
Exploitation of Children” which took place in Stockholm, Sweden, in 1996. 
Among these were, apart from the hotline children@risk.sn.no, the several sites 
of ReddBarna (Save The Children Norway) in English and various Scandinavian 
languages. The addresses of these web sites are for Norway: http://childhouse. 
uio.no/redd_barna, and for Sweden: http://www.rb.se/engindex.htm, which 
also contains material about the Stockholm World Congress. 

ECPAT International ( End Child Prostitution, Child Pornography and Traf- 
ficking of Children for Sexual Purposes) works today on political action, law- 
making and law enforcement, awareness-raising in the tourist industry, educa- 
tion and media coverage. ECPAT has national groups and affiliates in 50 coun- 
tries. A clippings service is available on their web site: http://www.ecpat.net. 

One of the more recent and dynamic ones is Telefono Arcobaleno (Rain- 
bow Telephone) in Sicily, where a priest, Don Fortunato di Noto and his team 
of technicians, trace pornographers and traffickers of children in all parts of the 
globe, using technical tools and the Internet. Their web site (http://www.viesse.it/ 
arcobaleno) is mainly in Italian but some texts are also available in English. 
They work closely with the state police as well as with researchers, particularly 
the CENSIS Foundation in Rome. Rainbow Telephone actively contributes to 
the defence and protection of the inviolable rights of children, by fighting 
against every form of abuse and maltreatment. The association monitors the 
entire Internet network against paedophilia, reporting games and programmes 
harmful to minors. As of last February 2000, the association identified and cen- 
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sured some 7,650 paedophile sites on the Internet. They further identified the 
countries where these servers are operating: 55 per cent are in the USA, 20 per 
cent in Asia, 13 per cent in Eastern Europe, 7 per cent in Western Europe and 5 
per cent in the Mideast. Some 200,000 photos and 1,500 films were transacted. 
Last year, their efforts paid off when they sent a group of paedophiles in Brazil 
to police prosecution for operating a network for showing and distributing 
images of children chained and in obscene poses. 

The Movement Against Paedophilia on the Internet (MAPI) is a research 
group working on paedophilia and child pornography on the Internet. Their 
objectives are to promote interdisciplinary research on the field, inform the 
users of the Internet and be available for the Internet providers concerning 
advice and recommendations. The site: http://www.info.fundp.ac.be/~mapi/ 
plan.html will show the complete MAPI report on paedophilia on the Internet. 
But from being a purely research oriented group, MAPI has moved to being 
proactive with the recent publication of their brochure, Internet and Child 
Pornography- how to deal with it? On French, located at: http://www.info.fundp. 
ac. be/~ mapi/mapi-fr. html) . 

Casa Alianza, a non-governmental organisation (http://www.casa- 
alianza.org), is dedicated to the rehabilitation and defence of street children in 
Guatemala, Honduras, and Mexico. Casa Alianza monitors and cares for about 
3,000 street children, most of whom have been orphaned by civil war, abused 
or rejected by their families, and who as a result are begging, stealing or selling 
themselves for a hot meal, a shower, a clean bed. The organisation has actively 
militated for justice even against threats to their own personnel. “Child prostitu- 
tion exists in Costa Rica”, said its Director Bruce Harris to the international 
forum in Brussels last 17 March 2000. ’’When you pay for sex, you convert the 
body of the other person into merchandise and you commit an aggression. 
Those of us who watch in silence are accomplices of this aggression.” Casa 
Alianza has contributed to arranging for a two week inspection visit of the UN 
Special Rapporteur to Guatemala. 

The PREDA Foundation (People’s Recovery, Empowerment and Development 
Assistance Foundation) (http://www.preda.org) is a small but pro-active, chari- 
table, not-for-profit organisation working on a national and international level 
for Human Rights, especially Women’s and Children’s Rights. It runs a residen- 
tial therapeutic community for abused and exploited children, therapy and coun- 
selling techniques, and help for battling against discrimination and racism. PREDA 
campaigns against child labour, the sexual exploitation of children, and seeks 
to educate about AIDS. There is a full archive for documentation, information 
and news campaigns. PREDA has also been instrumental in new legislation 
concerning conviction of paedophiles and child abusers. 

Childnet International (http://www.childnet-int.org) networks with child 
welfare and educational groups, governments and international agencies to 
provide information on how children can benefit from and be protected in 
using international communications systems like the Internet. “On this site you 
can find out how we are developing projects which promote the new media to 
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children and widen access to those who are marginalized, as well as see how 
we are working at the strategic level on initiatives which protect children in the 
use of new technologies.” Related to this is the Internet Hotline Providers in 
Europe (INHOPE) Association, a project initially funded under the European 
Commission Daphne programme to bring together the main hotlines/tiplines in 
Europe that deal with child pornography and other illegal material on the Internet. 
The Association is serviced by Childnet International - see site on: www.childnet- 
int.org/hotlines — but has a web site of its own: www.inhope.org. 

While UNESCO is not per se a child protection agency, it has established a 
major web site called Innocence in Danger (www.unesco.org/webworld/inno- 
cence) to act as a gateway to fellow child protection organisations. After the 
welcome page which presents the World Citizens’ Movement to Protect Child- 
ren Online, including twenty national action groups, the site points to over 40 
child protection agencies; furnishes papers from recent conferences; provides a 
calendar of coming events; and offers a news service to report on these confer- 
ences or other events. It is also planned to open a new site addressed directly 
to children and hosted by two puppets of Bululu Theatre, Agathe and Bartolo. 

National police and Interpol 

Many police services now have departments or services that handle crimes on 
the Internet, including pornography and paedophilia. In some countries, police 
agents are trained in informatics and some of them do searches for criminal 
sites. In France (as in Hong Kong for several years), recent laws have been 
enacted to require police handling such cases to turn the children over to 
certified medical doctors and psychologists for examination and care prior to 
police or judicial questioning. This ensures proper treatment of the child in 
these delicate circumstances and that his statements are not misconstrued or 
taken out of context. In other cases, care is taken to ensure the truthfulness of 
child witness and its usability in court. 

Interpol is perhaps the most attuned to these problems because in almost 
every case, the use of the Internet has transformed what may have begun as a 
national police case to an international affair. Interpol has its own unit con- 
cerned with cybercrimes and hosts a web site providing information and con- 
tact numbers. 

Because of the international dimension of crimes on the Internet, the Inter- 
national Bureau for Children’s Rights, dealing with juridical process and extra- 
territorial legislation in response to the international dimension of child sexual 
exploitation, has become extremely active in recent years. The Bureau has held 
regular tribunals for children’s cases in France (1997), Brazil (1998) and Sri 
Lanka (1999). The results of these tribunals and recommendations for more 
innovative legislative action is contained in their Global Report: International 
Dimensions of the Sexual Exploitation of Children (Montreal: International Bu- 
reau for Children’s Rights, 2000). Their site is at: http://www.web.net/~tribu- 
nal. 
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These are but a few of the organisations, associations and agencies seeking 
to protect children from the dangers of media and the Internet, as well as all 
new forms of communication technology to come. It shows that there is a 
growing phalanx of troops ready and willing to fight this battle and that the 
walls of silence surrounding child abuse are quickly breaking down, whether 
this is through advocates who speak on these matters, or journalists who report 
them. The symbiosis is beginning to take place. 

While technology advances and some of the human family regress to ani- 
mal behaviour, there are some who see the moral and ethical implications and 
act to redress the balance. But it is a battle in which everyone has a role, where 
no work is too humble to be undertaken or too lowly to be acknowledged. The 
best contributions to this work have not been in the form of money, but in 
offering sincere help: students who work at documents in a conference, an 
artist who designs a cover, a trainee who photocopies until 4 in the morning. 

But there is room for big contributions, too. Lots of room! 



The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 

Article 34 

States Parties undertake to protect the child from all forms of sexual exploitation 
and sexual abuse. For these purposes, States Parties shall in particular take all 
appropriate national, bilateral and multilateral measures to prevent: 

(a) The inducement or coercion of a child to engage in any unlawful sexual activ- 
ity; 

(b) The exploitative use of children in prostitution or other unlawful sexual prac- 
tises; 

(c) The exploitative use of children in pornographic performances and materials. 
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The Audience's Perception 
of Media Violence 

Review of Research in the UK 

Andrea Millwood Hargrave 



This article presents a review of recent research findings in the United Kingdom 
on the audience’s perception of violence on television, including the views of 
young people. Much of the work discussed here was commissioned by the 
Broadcasting Standards Commission (although not exclusively) and so has a 
British slant to it. This is an important point because the article will not cover, 
except in passing, studies which aim to prove that televisual violence can lead 
to actual violence. Little work of that nature has been conducted in the UK. 
Much British research has tested the active nature of the relationship between 
the audience and the screen, and allows the notion of ‘influence’ more easily 
than ‘behavioural effects’. Hence the Commission’s role in advising broadcast- 
ers about the care to be exercised in the depiction of violence, particularly in 
programmes aimed at the young who are felt to be more vulnerable to influ- 
ence. 

Certainly on-screen violence affects public perception. There are many sto- 
ries in the media (especially the press) that seek to link behaviour with a tele- 
vised programme or a film. The Commission has conducted tracking studies 
annually for seven years, asking questions of the public. Whether the answer is 
prompted or unprompted, violence remains the issue of most concern. In 1998, 
one-third of respondents said spontaneously that they had a concern about an 
issue on television; a third of these (32%) mentioned violence. 1 When prompted 
with a choice of issues, including violence, nearly three in five respondents 
(58%) now mentioned it. This has been a decreasing figure, however, and it 
will be interesting to see if the trend continues. 

Young people (those aged between 16 and 24 years) were far less likely to 
mention that any issue was of concern to them (only 16 per cent mentioned 
they had a concern, unprompted). However, when prompted, they were more 
likely to mention violence (59%) than any of the other issues. 
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The tracking study has, in addition to this survey of public opinion, two 
other parts: a content analysis of incidents of violence, sexual activity and bad 
language across a sample of free-to-air and satellite programming, and an audi- 
ence monitoring panel. 

In line with the findings from the public opinion survey, these other data 
showed decreases in 1998, both in the number of violent incidents captured 
through content analysis and in reports of violent incidents on television (re- 
ports made by panels of viewers). Importantly, the viewer panels also noted a 
decrease in the amount of violence they thought editorially unjustified: less 
than a quarter of violent incidents (23%) were not thought to be appropriate 
within their editorial context. This has been a consistent finding, with violence 
far more likely to be thought justified within its programme context than either 
the use of bad language or the depiction of sexual activity. 

This rather important point — the ability of the audience to see whether an 
incident was gratuitous or justified - is key to much of the research discussed 
below. It underlines again the view that television audiences are, by and large, 
sophisticated viewers who have developed critical skills that allow a significant 
interaction between themselves and the screen. 



Definition of violence 

The most recent work looking at audience attitudes towards violence came 
from an industry initiative, and was the result of a debate between broadcasters 
and regulators (including the Broadcasting Standards Commission). In 1995-96 
the industry conducted an extensive content analysis of violent incidents. This 
analysis had shown that violence accounted for relatively little broadcast time 
(0.72% of all terrestrial broadcast time in 1995/96 could be defined as ‘vio- 
lence’). 2 The then government asked the Commission to host a seminar which 
included a discussion of these findings. Programme makers at the seminar chal- 
lenged the definition of violence used in these ‘academic’ analyses and it was 
agreed that a cross industry study should be undertaken looking at how the 
audience defined ‘violence’. Concurrently the Commission, with the BBC (Brit- 
ish Broadcasting Corporation) and the ITC (Independent Television Commis- 
sion), set up a Joint Working Party on Violence with an independent Chair- 
man, 3 which reported publicly in 1998. 

The research by David Morrison et al. was published in 1999 and in the 
introduction, it is stated: 

The purpose of the research. . . was twofold. We, at the intellectual level, wanted 
to determine how violence was defined, and at the practical level to have 
information that would assist us in determining the perceived level of violence 
on television as opposed to the level as defined by some objective scoring... 

The research was not concerned with taste - that is, whether viewers enjoyed 
or disliked a particular scene of screen violence — but rather with how violence 
was determined or defined. 4 
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